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Iaidō is a form of Japanese martial art which concentrates on the use of a Japanese 
sword katana1. There are numerous different Japanese martial arts that focus on the 
use of a sword and iaidō specializes in situations where the sword is needed to be 
drawn quickly from the saya, or scabbard. This skill is not easily acquired, because it 
requires speed and accuracy, and if not performed correctly the practitioner may risk 
destroying the saya or cutting himself in the process. A practitioner of iaidō is called 
iaidōka.  
More generally, iaidō is one of the many Japanese martial arts that can be classified 
under the category of budō2. These arts consist of old traditional martial arts practiced 
by the samurai class, as well as more modern arts that where developed during the 19th 
and 20th Century. Iaidō is relatively unknown in both Japan and abroad, standing in the 
shadow of more well-known Japanese budō arts, such as judo, kendo, aikido and karate. 
Like most Japanese martial arts, iaidō3 has its roots in the history of Japanese samurai 
class, and today numerous different schools and styles of iaidō exist. I am myself 
affiliated with a specific branch of Musō Jikiden Eishin ryu (MJER) school of iaidō. MJER 
is commonly regarded as one of the most popular schools of iaidō, but the branch that 
I practice and did this study with is relatively small.  
I have been training iaidō since 2002 and I was very familiar with it when I started this 
thesis project. When I first start iaidō I practiced a different school, Musō Shinden ryu 
                                                          
1 There are many names for Japanese swords due to the vast amount of variations that exists of this 
weapon. Nihontō or nippontō is a more general term that simply means Japanese sword. Some of my 
informant used the word shinken, which refers to a sharpened live blade. A mogitō or iaitō on the 
contrary refers to unsharpened practice sword used by beginners to avoid unnecessary self-inflicted 
wounds. The word katana works as a general term for a sword of a certain style with curved blade that 
is longer than 60 cm. Since the sword that are used in iaidō are most often katana or imitate kata, this 
word will be used in this paper. Katana is also the word that is more commonly recognize and associate 
it with Japanese sword by people not acquainted with Japanese swords.  
2 Japanese martial arts can more specifically be divided into gendai budō (modern arts) and koryu 
bujutsu (traditional pre-Meiji restauration martial arts). It is not always clear which martial arts should 
be categorized under which sub-category. For the sake of clarity I will use the word budō to refer to all 
Japanese martial arts, both traditional and modern. 
3 The word “iaidō” is in fact relatively new. It spread in to wider usage during the 20th Century after 
being popularized by Nakayama Hakudo. There has been various different names for systems of quick-
draw techniques, such as iaijutsu, battōjutsu and saya-no-uchi. (Hall 2012:168) Some styles and schools 
still use other names than iaidō, but for the sake of clarity, in this thesis iaidō will be used as a general 
term for those budō arts that can be categorized under it. 
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(MSR), but since the autumn of 2013 I have concentrated solely on MJER. I have also 
experience in other arts, such as kenjutsu, kendo, jōdō and judo. However, iaidō has 
always been the one that I have been most involved in. Most of my iaidō career I have 
been training in Finland with other Finnish practitioners, but I have also attended 
seminars in Finland and Europe by teachers coming from Japan.  
 
First time I visited Japan for iaidō training was in 2007. There was a small delegation of 
Finnish practitioners that attended a five day iaidō seminar in Ozu, at the Western part 
of Shikoku, one of the main islands of Japan. The main teacher in the Ozu seminar was 
Iwata Norikazu, who was at that time a 94-years-old and the leader of his branch of 
MJER. The seminar itself consisted of long days of training and occasional long nights 
of drinking, a combination that does not always work out for the best. During the 
training we focused mostly on the basics of the school. For the long five days the 
teachers tried, with Iwata sensei’s lead, to establish us with a correct use of our body 
in iaidō. We would engage in endless repetitions of basic movements just to acquire 
the fundamental principles of the art. Thinking about this seminar retrospectively and 
after going through a vast amount of theoretical reflection I have realized that during 
the seminar we were implemented with a certain way of acting and moving. A correct 
way of being, behaving and carrying ourselves as practitioners of iaidō. A certain sort 
of habitus, as Pierre Bourdieu and others would put it.  
 
I found this continuous and meditative repetition of simple movements intriguing. I 
returned to Japan for two more of Iwata sensei’s seminars in 2008. In these sojourns 
to Japan I also had my first encounter with Nishimoto Chiharu sensei, who had invited 
us to stay at his place and practice with him before the Ozu seminars. Due to Iwata 
sensei’s age, Nishimoto sensei acted as an associate teacher in these seminars with 
other top-students of Iwata sensei. In 2011, Iwata sensei died at the age of 98.  
 
In 2013 I was given a chance to conduct half-a-year of exchange studies at Doshisha 
University in Kyoto to study Japanese language and culture. I also saw it as a good 
opportunity to practice again with Nishimoto sensei, who lived approximately 60 
kilometers from Kyoto in Nishinomiya. I was also starting to work on my thesis so I 
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decided to combine two things that interested me greatly: Japanese swordsmanship 
and anthropology. An unlikely pair, one might think, but after working with this topic 
for a long, seemingly never-ending period of time, I have come to realize how two 
completely different subject can be linked together and complement each other. 
Before starting this project, anthropology was merely an intellectual endeavor, while 
iaidō was mostly a physical one. Even if there exists a literally and scholar element in 
budō arts, I had never got myself into reading budō related books. Nor had I 
encountered anthropological analysis on martial arts, far less about iaidō specifically.  
 
Combining these two world has taken me on to a path of bunbu ryodō, which is a pre-
modern Japanese concept that refers to an ideal of engaging oneself to both the 
literary (bun) and martial (bu) skills (García and Spencer 2014:1, Hall 2012: 58) By 
combining the intellectual endeavor of anthropology to the physical exercise in iaidō, I 
commit myself to this ideal. The combination of these two seemingly very different 
practices has significantly deepened my knowledge on both of these endeavors. Some 
anthropological and sociological concepts would have remained merely as an 
abstractions of reality if they could have not been processed in practice. Similarly, it 
would not be possible to analyze the bodily practices that are performed in iaidō 
training without anthropological theoretical framework.  
 
In a broader context this project reveals the significance of social scientific study of 
physical activities. The Cartesian mind-body dichotomy still seems to be strongly 
enduring even in social sciences and social scientist often disregards bodily activities as 
unworthy subjects of study. Especially studies on topics such as sports, bodily 
performances, martial arts and combative sports are scarce and are yet to receive the 
attention they require. This thesis will show what the study of these activities can 
contribute to the social sciences and reveal their significance for further analysis.  
 
This paper starts with a brief introduction of how martial arts and especially Japanese 
martial arts have been studied previously by historians, philosophers, anthropologists 
and sociologist. Since the social scientific study of martial arts is somewhat 
underdeveloped, there will also be an account on how the study of similar activities, 
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such as sports and performance, can contribute to the study of martial arts. The reader 
will also be introduced with the relevant literature that exists on Japanese martial arts 
specifically. Since this is a social and cultural anthropological paper, the relevant social 
and cultural context in which martial arts are practices is also illuminated. 
After these accounts, the relevant theoretical and methodological framework that will 
be utilized in the thesis will be presented. Since martial arts are embodied 
performances and activities, the main theoretical and methodological framework will 
be drawn from the study of embodiment, the formation of habitus and 
phenomenology. Due to the lack of existing anthropological studies on martial arts, the 
study on martial arts needs to be connected with studies of similar activities, such as 
sports and performance arts. After providing the theoretical and methodological 
framework, ethnographic field data will be places in this theoretical framework to 
provide an analysis on how the habitus and bodily practices are practically 
implemented to the practitioners of iaidō. There will be relevant ethnographic 
examples on how the carnal knowledge and the bodily capital that are relevant in iaidō 
are taught, practiced and implemented in mundane training sessions.  
This will be followed by an analysis of the physical space and the social environment 
where the learning of iaidō habitus occurs. In Japanese this is called a dōjō, which 
literally means “place for the way”. It is a sort of association or a club where student 
and teachers come together to practice “the way of the sword”. It will be shown how 
the dōjō works as a place and platform for sociability which is integral part of acquiring 
and polishing one’s swordsmanship skills.  
Finally it will be shown how the social fabric through which iaidō is practiced, 
maintained and transmitted stretches through generations and how the tradition of 
Japanese swordsmanship and effectively the habitus is passed on. A further analysis 
will be provided on the swordsmanship school as a socio-historical whole that flows 
through important personages and is further transmitted within the so called body 
lineages. This analysis will also illuminate that the habitus is not static, but it is prone 
to be transformed both on a personal and in historical level. Lastly a commentary on 
how the changes that occur within the transmission of the habitus reveals some 
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tensions between modern and tradition as the budō arts are affected by foreign 







3. Previous approaches to martial arts 
Since their introduction to the Western society in the late 19th Century, Japanese 
martial arts have inspired various writers, both academic and non-academic. There is a 
vast amount of instructional manuals, historical studies and personal training accounts 
written in numerous languages (Chapman 2004:316). As Jenning et al. put it, much of 
these writings tend to mythicize and focus on the quasi-religious aspects of martial arts 
leading to a romanticized and Orientalistic view of these practices by creating 
“idealized reconstructions of imaginary past” (2010:534). Serious social scientific or 
anthropological study of martial arts has been scarce and scattered around various 
fields (Garcia & Spencer 2014: 2-4: Chapman 2004:316). There is no recognized 
theoretical tradition or even well-established lexicon shared by researchers who have 
conducted studies on martial arts (Garcia & Spencer 2014:185). This has led to a 
situation, where martial arts have been studied by utilizing variety of theoretical 
frameworks and methodologies.  
In this chapter some of the most central approaches of studying of martial arts and 
specifically Japanese martial arts since the 19th Century will be introduced. The 
background description will begin with an overview of how Japanese martial arts have 
been studied previously. This will be followed by an account on how martial arts can 
be discussed in field of anthropology of sports. The shortcomings of these previous 
approaches will also be discussed, which will also work as an introduction for the 
theoretical framework that will be utilized in this thesis. It is also important to provide 
relevant cultural context for readers that are not familiar with Japanese culture. To 
achieve this, this chapter will also include a description on how Japanese martial arts 
should be handled when compared with sports and other martial arts. The chapter will 
close with a brief account on previous studies on martial arts in Finland. 
3.1. Hoplology 
One of the earliest attempts for anthropological study of martial arts can be attributed 
to Sir Richard Burton. He was a 19th Century explorer-soldier-academic who travelled 
throughout Asia and Africa and developed a field of science called hoplology: “the 
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science of human combative behavior and performance”. (García and Spencer 2014:3). 
He travelled and conducted extensive field research on different cultures and societies, 
but his hoplological project never developed into consistent systematic study of 
human combative behavior. (García and Spencer 2014:3) 
The hoplological project initiated by Burton later had significant role in the study of 
Japanese martial arts. In the 1960s, with the contribution of a former U.S Army officer 
called Donn F. Draeger, hoplology was systemized and developed further. Draeger 
mainly focused on Asian and specifically on Japanese martial arts. He was an active 
practitioner of various budō arts during his lifetime and engaged in ethnographic field 
research through his training. (García and Spencer 2014:3) He provided extensive 
study on Japanese martial arts in his books Classical Bujutsu (1973), Classical Budō 
(1973), Modern Bujutsu and Budō (1974) and Japanese Swordsmanship (1983). He 
urged scholarly study of martial arts in order to preserve and understand the old 
martial institutions of Japan (Draeger 1996:11).  
Despite Draeger’s efforts hoplology never gained a remarkable academic standing, 
although some scholarly approaches to the fighting disciplines have been published by 
limited number of people in Draeger’s footsteps. Hoplological studies have not been 
able to find more depth in to field of study and hoplology never developed into an 
academic field in its own right. (Garcia & Spencer 2014:3) The approach urged by 
Draeger can be considered as too one-dimensional without providing rigorous social 
analysis, while concentrating simply on the development of martial arts from a 
techniques of killing to a form of art (Bennet 2012:14). Draeger’s and his disciples’ 
studies do not provide substantial theoretical background for well-established study of 
the social elements of martial arts. For a serious social scientific study of martial arts, 
utilization of social scientific and anthropological approach is necessary.  
3.2. Anthropology of Sports 
In anthropological sense, Draeger’s approach to studying martial arts echoes the early 
interest in anthropology into play, games and sport. This was in a form of “salvage 
anthropology” that had a purpose to “record games and sports along with other 
cultural practices before they disappear” (Besnier & Brownell 2012:444). Early 
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anthropologist treated sport phenomena as vessels for extended analysis of cultural 
process, but rarely analyzed sports and games as embodied practices in their own 
right. Thus, early anthropology never developed theoretical framework that could be 
utilized in future studies of sport. (Blanchard 1995:9-11) 
First work that tried to formulate a structured theoretical framework for 
anthropological study of sport was Anthropology of Sport by Blanchard and Cheska in 
1985, with revised edition by Blanchard in 1995. Other notable works have been done 
by Sands, Nordbeck and Brownell (Sands 2010:11). Recently, Niko Besnier has studied 
globalization, gender and modernity through different sports (2012, 2014). However, 
as Sands points out, anthropologists’ interest in sports and games has been relatively 
limited throughout the history of the discipline. Sport as a valid object of social inquiry 
its own right has never established its position among the mainstream anthropology. 
(Sands 2010: 11-14).  
One of the problems concerning anthropology of sports is the definition of the word 
sport itself and of the research has centered on the definition of this term. The early 
study of sports and similar activities did not provide a clear definition of the essential 
terminology and assumed that that the reader is aware of their meaning. (Blanchard 
1995: 29-31). This is the problem we face as we apply the theoretical framework of 
sport anthropology into martial arts, since they cannot be simply categorized as sports 
in their respective cultural settings.  
Sands acknowledges that sport has array of definitions by different scholars, but sees 
that there are shared features that many agree on. An element of competition that 
decides winners and losers is often present and sport is “usually limited to physical 
expression, molded by rules with some reward of socially accepted value”. Sands also 
sees sports as “universal activity”. (Sands 2010:11-12) Blanchard defines sports 
similarly as “gamelike activity having rules, a competitive element, and requiring some 
form of physical exertion”. He also states that in the history of anthropology sports 
have often been placed within a broader category of “games”. (1995:9) 
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These definitions apply to martial arts only to varying degrees. Judo, Brazilian jujutsu, 
Tae Kwon Do and many others have embraced the concept of sports and often place 
themselves under this category.  
Judo is a grabbling art that was developed by Jigoro Kano in the turn of the 20th 
Century. He based in on the old samurai grabbling skills, jujutsu, and reinvented them 
in order to make them more suitable for modern world. His goal was to enhance these 
skills that he saw outdated and described his development process as scientific. He 
also made a lot of effort to promote Western style sports in Japan. (Shun 1998:164-
171) Today, the International Judo Federation (IJF) defines judo as “sport” or 
“combative sport”. (IJF 2016)  
Korean martial art Tae Kwon Do defines itself as “a modern combative sport” (Finnish 
Tae Kwon Do Federation 2016). Like judo, it is also an Olympic sport. In the case of 
Brazilian Jujutsu (BJJ), the Finnish BJJ Federation states that besides the regular BJJ one 
can practice “sport-BJJ”, which is more competitive form of the martial art. (Finnish 
Brazilian Ju-jisu Federation 2016).  
In his taxonomy of sports, Blanchard places martial arts under the category of 
“traditional sports”, which are those “forms of sport activities which are tied directly to 
a particular ethnic or folk culture”. Like “regular” or “modern” sport, traditional sport 
are also competitive and physical activity that has play and game-like elements. They 
differ from modern sports in the sense that they have limited or non-existent 
professional variants and are more localized with stronger ritual overtones (Blanchard 
1995:248).   
As we can see from the above examples, some martial arts explicitly define themselves 
as sports and more specifically modern sports. These aforementioned examples also 
have clear competitive element in them. In other cases, the element of competition is 
not present or is even frown upon. Aikido works as a good example of this, as it defines 
itself as defensive martial arts, which means that all the techniques are defensive 
rather than offensive. This can be exemplified by an anecdote that states that an aikido 
competition would consist of two people standing and staring at each other 
indefinitely while waiting for the other one to attack. The Finnish Aikido Federation 
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clearly states that there is “no competition” in aikido (Finnish Aikido Federation 2016). 
In his guide to aikido, Silenius goes even further to explain the philosophies of aikido 
and concludes that there are “no winners or losers” in aikido and that non-
competitiveness is one of its founding principle (1991:11). In addition to its non-
competitiveness, the spiritual and mental aspects of training are emphasized (Bagot 
1998:12-15). However, Bagot simultaneously defines aikido as “traditional art and 
modern sport”. Similarly, the Finnish Aikido Federation states as one of its ethical 
principles to promote “athletic behavior” among its practitioners. (Finnish Aikido 
Federation 2016) Contradicting Bagot and FAF, Silenius does not use the word sport at 
all in his definition, but does not clearly state that aikido is not a sport (1991:10-11). 
Similarly, iaidō was not seen as a form of sport by my informants, but some degree of 
sportification was acknowledged. This was referred to vaguely, and will be discussed 
more profoundly later in this thesis.  
The aforementioned definitions of different martial arts made by their representatives 
reveal the disadvantages of Blanchard’s definition of sport in general and particularly 
in his definition of martial arts as “traditional sport”. His definition fits better to some 
martial arts than others and vigilance must be maintained when applying the word 
‘sport’ in the analysis of practices like martial arts that only partially share the meaning 
of this concept.  
The previous examples also show that Sands claim of sport as a “universal activity” also 
has its disadvantages especially if we use his own definition of sports. In his claims of 
universality of sports he creates a paradox called “anthropology of sports” that at the 
same time tries to analyze universal phenomenon of sports by defining it through 
specific culturally prescribed glasses.  
In her study on karate, Kris Chapman utilizes the definition of sports as laid down by 
the International Council for Sport and Physical Education (ICSPE). It states that ‘any 
physical activity which has the character of play and takes the form of a struggle with 
oneself or involves competition with others is a sport’ (cited in Chapman 2004:318-
319). Chapman admits that this definition is vague and “almost universally board”. 
However, she points out that rather than trying to find all-compassing definition of 
sports, we must investigate ‘sport’ in different cultural contexts. (Chapman 2004:318-
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319) The definition made by Chapman and her reasoning behind it is agreeable, 
because it gives more leeway for a profound analysis of martial arts, since it is not as 
limiting as the definitions by Blanchard or Sands. 
3.3. Martial arts as kinesthetic culture 
As can be seen from the previous account, there are clear advantages and 
disadvantages when applying concept of sports into the study of martial arts. It must 
also be taken into account, that other martial arts have attributes that relate them 
more closely to games, performances or even dance. Brazilian capoeira has both 
elements of fighting and performance, for example. It is conducted with music and the 
movement resembles dance in many ways (Delamont & Stephens 2014:49-52). 
Japanese archery, kyudo, has many ritualistic elements and is closely tied to zen-
buddhism (Bar-On Cohen 2014:141-153:Koski 2000:149). Despite its recent 
sportification, Indian kalarippayattu, has also elements that reveal its performative 
aspects (McDonald 2007:149). 
There are many instances also in iaidō when it is revealed more as a performative art 
and its connection to religion, for example during embu4. In 2014 I attended a shinto 
ceremony with my training group. This was an auspicious occasion in which the 
training group was blessed to have a good and favorable new year. In another occasion 
in 2011 I trained with one sensei in Kyushu who took me to mountains to practice and 
meditate. In my description of typical training session an account on the importance of 
the etiquette in martial arts will be provided. These occasion and practices illuminate 
that there are some elements in budō practices that do not exists in modern sports.  
After acknowledging the problems of definition we can proceed to analyze these 
activities. To be able to do this, these activities will be dealt in this thesis in their 
broadest sense as expressions of kinesthetic culture (Samudra 2008:665). By agreeing 
with Chapman’s definition of sports and expanding the scope to other kinesthetic 
practices it is possible avoid getting too much caught up in the semantics of defining 
                                                          
4 Embu refers to a martial exhibition where the representatives present their art to others but more 
importantly to the Shinto spirits, or kami. Embu is usually held in a Shinto shrine, but can also be more 
mundanely be held during regular training. There is significant variety in their formality and format, as 
well as on the focus on the religious aspect. 
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these activities and avoid arguing their applicability in the analysis of martial arts. 
Instead the focus can be turned on the similarities between these activities for a more 
comparative analysis. 
3.4. Cultural context 
It is important to note that such concepts as sport, dance or martial arts and other 
expression of kinesthetic cultures are always socially and culturally dependent. 
Consequently, they cannot be straightforwardly applied to a more general analysis of 
each other. Analysis will also need a profound insight into their cultural context. In the 
case of iaidō and other Japanese martial arts, the analysis needs to be extended to 
include relevant concepts from Japanese culture to fully understand the social, cultural 
and historical context. For this, Draeger’s hoplological project can be utilized. 
If handled with critical approach, Draeger’s work does remain as a relevant source for 
studies that are specifically interested in Japanese martial arts. The relevance of 
Draeger’s hoplological project remains in some degree of contextual explanation of 
Japanese martial arts. In addition to those studies that can be seen as continuation of 
Draeger’s work, other academic (Anshin 2012: Bennet 2015:Hall 2012), semi-academic 
(Draeger 1990:Lowry 1995: Rosenbaum 2004: Warner and Draeger 1983) and non-
academic (Bagot 1998:Iwata 2002:Jensen 1967:Silenius 1991:Suino 2006:) sources can 
be used to provide contextual explanation for some of the key concepts in Japanese 
martial arts.  
Comparative and contextual analysis will also be drawn from other Japanese cultural 
performances and kinesthetic practices, such as tea ceremony and different form of 
dance. It is important to note that the categorization of Japanese budō simply as 
fighting skills is somewhat incomplete, since budō arts also have attributes that draw 
them closer to other art forms. Glossing budō simply as sports or pre-modern games 
would be oversimplifying and would essentialize them.   
 
Especially sword arts have lost much of their combative and practical meaning simply 
because sword is not an everyday tool anymore. Consequently, new meanings for 
these skills have been created that put them in some sense closer to other forms of 
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art. Even in English language the words ‘art’ and ‘artist’ if often abbreviated with 
martial skills. In some aspects, a Japanese martial art like iaidō has more similarities 
with an art like chadō5 than with boxing, for example. As pointed out previously, other 
martial arts, like kyudo or aikido, are strongly connected to spirituality and religions 
like zen-buddhism and Shinto.  
 
Bourdieu claims that games that have had a social function have turned into sports 
and become bodily exercises (1985:155). In the same sense many martial arts have 
been transformed from the old techniques of survival to have different meaning in the 
modern time. The action has become its own purpose, an embodied form of “l’art 
pour l’art” (Bourdieu 1985:155). The same problems of definition that we already 
encountered with the concept of sport are also present when trying to define budō or 
Japanese martial arts. Similarly by acknowledging these problems we can overcome 
and avoid excessive arguing of the semantics. 
 
Despite their differences, all these kinesthetic activities are forms of embodied 
practices. As much as they are socially and culturally constructed, one of their common 
denominator is that they are bodily practices that need to be learned as somatic and 
mental skills. It is the body, the process of embodying skills and knowledge in order to 
create habitus and how the habitus is passed on through generations that are main 
concerns in this paper. Using studies of various expressions of kinesthetic culture and 
their embodiment process it is possible to establish a solid theoretical and 
methodological base for a rigid analysis for the particular case of iaidō. 
3.5. Studies of martial arts in Finland 
The studies on martial arts conducted in Finland or by Finnish scholars have been as 
scarce as martial art studies in general. There are few master’s thesis level studies that 
have been conducted in recent years and they represent various fields, such as 
Japanese studies, folkloristics and philosophy. There is no shared theoretical 
framework and only few references to each other. Common denominator between 
                                                          
5 The way of the tea, practice of tea ceremony. 
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these studies is that all of them have been conducted by researchers who are 
themselves practicing the object of their study. To some degree it can be said that all 
these research projects have been conducted with phenomenological approach and 
through participant observation. 
In his master’s thesis, Lauri Holopainen, analyses aikido in Finnish culture (1991). His 
study focuses on how tradition is learned, used and maintained by Finnish aikido 
practitioners. (1991:14-15) His intention is to compare aikido in its original form (e.g. 
Japanese) and in its Finnish form and to analyze whether Finnish aikido practitioners 
want to study the art in the original form, or whether they have receded from the 
original form. He also analyses how interactions between Japan and foreign cultures in 
history has contributed to the spreading of Japanese martial arts globally. (1991:8-10) 
His field research consist of interviews, surveys and participant observation within the 
Finnish aikido community. However, his sources regarding Japanese aikido tradition 
relies on second-hand sources. None the less, his work is substantially and 
methodologically intriguing and offers good insights.  
Another master’s thesis has been conducted by Heini Inkinen. She analyzes how 
practice of kendo works as a memory unit of Japanese society as part of collective 
social memory. She sees kendo as “embodied tradition and practices transmitted at 
kendo dōjōs acting as a unit of collective social memory encoded in movement” 
(2008:4-5). 
The most comprehensive studies on martial arts in Finland have been done by Timo 
Klemola and Tapio Koski. They have conducted several research projects where they 
have linked various martial arts more broadly to concepts of sports and physical 
exercises. Their approach is philosophical and they utilize phenomenology and 
perennial philosophy in their analyses. Their tradition is more in the vein of sports 
studies and in their analysis of martial arts they place martial arts as part of sport 
phenomena. 
Klemola, a docent in the University of Tampere, has focused on the connection 
between Zen-philosophy and Japanese martial arts (1998, 2000). His field is more of a 
philosophy of sport, but he classifies martial arts under the sports category. Koski 
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analyses sports and physical exercises through perennial and monistic philosophy. His 
focus is on the so-called “new exercise culture” phenomenon, that includes physical 
activities like yoga and martial arts. He analyses yoga and budō practices as projects of 
the self and how people create their own sense of self through these practices.  
His analysis overlaps with the subject of this thesis in how he utilizes Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology and his concepts of embodiment. However, his analysis is strongly 
focused on martial arts in Finnish culture. The concept “new exercise culture” has an 
ethnocentric undertone, since the classification only works in Finnish society. The 
practices, like yoga and budō, can be described “new” only in Finnish or Western 
context, sense in their home countries they are have been practiced for hundreds of 
years.  
In both Klemola’s and Koski’s analyses we can see clearly the shortcoming of mere 
phenomenological approach. They have the focus on the “self” instead of focusing on 
the social fabric in which a martial art relies on. It is true, that martial arts as well as 
other activities can be seen as projects of the self. One is essentially developing himself 
and creating his habitus. However, it is also as much a collective project of the whole 
training group. Practices and dispositions cannot be implemented in a vacuum. This is 
also the clearest flaw in the phenomenological study of many sports. They tend to tone 
down the social significance of the learning process, instead focusing on the ego that is 
physically doing the performance. In this thesis, the aim is to position the dōjō and the 
martial art school into the heart of the analysis. It is not the student as an individual 
and independent agent who is building his habitus. Instead he is a vessel for the 
teacher and the dōjō into which they can impose the tradition and make the student 
part of the continuum.  
The focus on most of these aforementioned studies has been on martial arts in Finnish 
society. They tend to analyze how a specific martial art is practiced and interpreted by 
Finnish practitioners. The analysis of iaidō habitus in this paper will be firmly 
connected with its respective cultural concept, because this study is specifically about 
the transmission of the iaidō habitus within a Japanese dōjō. Disregarding cultural 
context in which the iaidō habitus is created would result in an essentialized analysis of 
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martial arts as something universals and lead to the same paradoxical situation than 






4. Theoretical framework 
There are many different approaches that can be taken when studying martial arts 
from an anthropological point of view. Iaidō is a form of martial art where one 
practices the use of a sword. As will be revealed later more explicitly, it is actually not 
the use of the sword that is the most important aspect of the learning process. More 
importantly, practitioner of iaidō is learning how to use his body in order to be capable 
of using the sword. It is the use of the body and the process of embodiment that can 
be used to link iaidō to other kinesthetic activities that have been more broadly 
studied in social sciences. The embodiment process does not only contain learning of 
the physiological and kinesthetic movements of the body. It also contains the 
embodiment of social and moral codes, behavioral patterns and dispositions that are 
required to become a competent iaidōka. In other words, the learning process entails 
a creation of a specific kind of habitus that is in accordance with the social context into 
which it is created.  
The creation of certain sort of “way-of-being” can be seen in many other cultural and 
social activities. There are similarities in learning and embodying such activities as 
sport, dance, performance, games and martial arts. Since martial arts have not been 
studied to large extent by social scientists, it is relevant to use these aforementioned 
activities with other similar cultural performances for a deeper and rigid analysis.  
4.1. Phenomenological Approach 
As pointed out previously, study of sports and martial arts have not gained an 
established position in anthropology, but we can find more substance in fields of 
sociology and philosophy. A recent approach to social scientific research on sports has 
been through phenomenology, especially through cultural phenomenology. It is a 
school of phenomenology that emphasizes more applied and empirical use of 
phenomenological approach (Katz and Csordas 2003:277-278).  
This approach can be relevant when studying kinesthetic cultures, such as martial arts, 
because it places emphasis on embodiment. Sports, martial arts and combative sports 
are bodily practices, where a student of an art learns a specific way of using his or her 
body. These are learned skills and practices that are maintained and transmitted 
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through the bodies of the practitioners. Through cultural phenomenology embodied 
phenomena can be studied as they are experienced and basic features of these 
experiences be explained. The aim of this analysis is to make structural descriptions of 
an experience as well as reveal the underlying and causal factors that are meaningful 
for the experience. (Kerry and Armour 2000:4) 
Cultural phenomenology has been influenced significantly by Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(Katz and Csordas 2003:277-278). He based his school of phenomenology to the 
philosophies of Heidegger and Husserl and further developed it into the study of how 
“the lived body, in contrast to the medical or physical body, grounds personal life as 
well as the impersonal or objective dimension of nature of which it is a 
participant“ (Morley 2001:75). By this, Merleau-Ponty, means that the body expresses 
not only creation of an individual person, but it is also a manifestation of the outside 
world. He concluded that the consciousness that is embodied in the lived body cannot 
be separated into subject and object, or to self and world (Morley 2001:74) Thus, 
human body is not an object controlled by the mind, but a subject that derives its 
subjectivity from itself. For Merleau-Ponty, a person’s being-in-the-world is given 
perspective only through his or her body. (Kerry and Armour 2000:7)  
This can applied to the study of martial arts, because the aim for practice in martial art 
is to create a specific way of being-in-the-world, or more exactly a way of being during 
the training and to build up a martial body that adheres the mental and bodily 
dispositions of the art. In the case of iaidō, the practitioner is assumed to follow the 
specific norms and behavioral patterns that the social context dictates. The creations 
of the embodied way of being is created by the individual through the social relations 
in the practice group. The structural description will be presented on how the bodily 
practices are implemented on the student during training, or keiko. The chapter 
dealing with keiko, will provide a profound and detailed account on how these bodily 
practices were implemented and refined in iaidō practice group that was the object of 
this study. 
The conclusion is that body cannot be understood as an object, rather it is detaching 
subject and object from each other. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the body highlights 
the inadequacies and inability of objective approaches to adequately understand the 
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nature of humans’ embodied being. (Kerry and Armour 2000:7) Merleau-Ponty uses 
the term “flesh” to describe the connection between the surface and depth of the 
world and that of the body (Morley 2001:74) In flesh is contained the ambiguous 
interplay between subject and object, internal and external. Heideggers being-in-the-
world gets replaced with flesh-of-the-world, which attempts to capture the intimate, 
personal, embodied character of human life. 
“To, Merleau-Ponty, flesh is a way of describing not only the body, but 
the basic substance of the world.”-- “The term “body” could suggest a 
complex system, but “flesh” (chair) better expresses an elemental and 
raw dimension that is crossing point between subject and object, body 
and world” (Morley 2001:75)  
 
Allen-Collison among others has endorsed phenomenological approach in social 
scientific study of sports. She points out that Merleau-Ponty’s school of existential 
phenomenology is particularly well suited to the in-depth analysis of the corporeally-
grounded experience of sport and physical activity as it focuses on the embodiment 
(2009:11). However, the call for ‘bringing the body back’ to research on sport and 
physical activities made by Kerry and Armour has only partially been answered. As 
Allen-Collison points out, only few research have been conducted “in the flesh” to 
analyze the lived sporting body (Allen-Collison 2009:3)  
 
The phenomenological approach also has its shortcoming in the way that it analyzes 
the process of how these skills are embodied and how social structures contribute to 
the learning of these particular kinesthetic cultures. Even as they claim to have social 
element in their analysis, most of the sociological studies of sports that utilize 
phenomenology are concentrated on sport that are practiced alone, such as running. 
Alone in the sense that they sport that can be conducted without other people. In 
these studies, the self seems to be the central element, even when it comes to 
learning. These studies lack the analysis of how, from who and in what social context 
these practitioners acquire their skills. Even if there is emerging interest in research 
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into sports and other forms of kinesthetic activities, the embodiment of the practical 
skills in a specific activity still remains somewhat untouched matter.  
4.2. Habitus 
In another vein with his contemporary Merleau-Ponty, Marcel Mauss used the word 
habitus to describe the bodily practices that are socially shared and culturally 
transmitted (1973:73) He theorized how mundane activities such as walking and 
swimming vary between cultures and generations. These “techniques of the body” are 
socially transmitted idiosyncratic embodied actions that are effective and traditional 
(1973:71-72) If tradition is not present, there is no technique or the transmission of the 
technique (Mauss 1973:75). 
 
Pierre Bourdieu combined the works of Mauss and Merleau-Ponty to understand how 
the body and bodily practices articulate agents’ embeddedness in structures. To 
analyze this, Bourdieu further developed the concept habitus as ‘an acquired system of 
generative schemes objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is 
constituted’ (in Jenkins 2002:74). The generative classificatory schemes and the 
dispositions of habitus are embodied in human beings (Jenkins 2002:74). Bourdieu did 
apply his habitus to the study of sports only to some extent, but his main interest was 
on the social structures and he wanted to understand how different sports inscribed 
social class onto the body (Besnier and Brownell 2012:449). 
 
However, he saw that teaching of bodily practices, such as sport and dance, encloses 
important theoretical questions, because it shows clearly the problem between 
practice and theory, as well as between language and the body (Wacquant 2004:16). 
The paradox between theory and practice is well presented in physical activities. 
Interpretation of bodily movements through words is difficult, since these actions are 
conducted beneath the level of consciousness and are not easily theorized.  
 
This is also pointed out by Samudra, who claims that this is especially difficult when 
dealing with martial arts. It is difficult to underpin the processes of how these somatic 
skills are learned by individual actors. (2008:665-667) Bourdieu also states that 
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normative principles “exists in a practical state in agent’s practice and not in their 
consciousness or rather their discourse” (quoted in Samudra 2008:666) When trying to 
explain how the bodily practices in iaidō are transmitted and taught it becomes 
evident that words can explain embodied activities only to some extent. Thus some 
descriptive analysis on how the disposition are implemented in practice will be 
provided. However, mere descriptive approach is not sufficient, but instead a 
theoretical pondering needs to be added for deeper analysis.  
4.3. Wacquant and pugilistic habitus 
The ideas formulated by Bourdieu have recently been refined by his disciple, Loïc 
Wacquant. He has had an important role in applying Bourdieu’s practice theory and 
concept of habitus to the analysis combative sports and martial arts. In his book Body 
and Soul: Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer he analyzes how the habitus of a boxer is 
created within the social fabric and physical space where the boxer-apprentice trains 
and learns. He defines the pugilistic habitus as a specific set of bodily and mental 
schemata that defines the competent boxer. He aims to explain the logic behind this 
practice that is often seen as violent and barbaric, situated in the borderline between 
nature and culture, but at the same time requiring exceptionally complex quasi-
rational management of the body and of time. The execution of the techniques are 
made in purely practical mode, without the conscious use of theoretical knowledge. 
These skills are acquired through largely implicit and marginally codified pedagogy. 
(Wacquant 2004:16).  
 
Wacquant describes four elements of the concept of habitus. First, habitus is acquired. 
This means that the disposition that it contains are learned through physical and 
emotional work and through social interaction. No one is born as a boxer, or as an 
iaidōka or karateka. Second, the practical mastery of habitus works under “the level of 
consciousness and discourse”. By this Wacquant means that theoretical knowledge of 
body techniques is of little help without somatic skills. Ability to execute a technique 
from the body gives precedence to mental understanding of it. Third element of 
habitus reveals that the set of dispositions that it consists of “vary by social location 
and trajectory”. The individual life histories affect how adept people are and to what 
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degree they can acquire specific skills. Fourth attribute of habitus is that it is a result of 
“pedagogical work”. This work creates adaptive and transmissible “socially constituted 
conative and cognitive structures”. (Wacquant 2011:85-86) 
 
These four elements of habitus can also be used in the study of iaidō, to analyze how 
the skills and body techniques are acquired and learned through the social fabric that 
iaidō training group consists of. The interplay between the theoretical and somatic 
knowledge is also arguably present in iaidō. This can be seen by analyzing how the 
somatic and theoretical knowledge is gathered through learning. As a long-time 
student of iaidō myself, my observation can reveal the process of learning that begins 
from basic sensorimotor skills and “mimicking” or “copying” teacher’s technique. This 
progresses to a more independent and subtle way to understanding the technique and 
its principles in more fundamental level. As one progresses, he gains bodily and social 
capital that establishes his place within the hierarchy of the dōjō. However, the 
somatic skill is not necessarily the most prevalent indicator of mastery. For this, a 
description and analysis of how old teachers, even as they are not physically fit 
anymore, maintain their status. The somatic knowledge that creates bodily capital 
turns into theoretical knowledge and social capital that a physiologically limited 
teacher can still utilize on his students. 
 
This is closely tied with the third element of social location and trajectory. The 
embodying process of habitus is dependable on the personal life histories and 
individual abilities. An analysis of the third element reveals a paradox that lies in the 
Japanese way of learning through mimicry as it is at odds with personal idiosyncrasies. 
The whole learning process also indicates the pedagogical work that comes into play 
when the iaidō habitus is created.  
 
Recent studies have utilized the cultural phenomenological approach and also focused 
on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (Chapman 2004;Brown and Jennings 2014;Graham 
2014;García 2014;Hogeveen 2014;Spencer 2014) As Jenning et al. point out, the 
concept of habitus works usefully for describing “the body, mind, and society complex” 
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that is a result of socializing practices in martial arts and combative sports (Jennings et 
al. 2010:545). 
 
The applicability of Bourdieu’s practice theory and habitus has been contested for its 
lack of well-developed concept of culture. Disadvantages of habitus is in its inability  to 
explain the ways in which practices are culturally organized by cultural schemata, 
myths, symbols, rituals and so on (Besnier and Brownell 2012:150). Besnier and 
Brownell suggest the use of body culture as a better concept than habitus, because it 
takes into account the cultural aspect and it “reflects the internalization and 
incorporation of culture; it is ‘embodied culture’” (Besnier and Brownell 2012:450). 
This echoes with Samudra’s kinestethic culture concept that was previously mentioned 
(2008:665).  
 
Although the critic of Bourdieu is well-established and justified, the concept of habitus 
will be used in this paper. One reason is to retain some degree of shared theoretical 
framework that has been formed in recent years by studies focusing on the formation 
of habitus in different martial arts and combative sports. Habitus provides a concept 
that can be easily adapted to comparative study of martial arts. Most recent studies on 
martial arts have been presented in the article collection of Fighting Scholars (2014), 
which takes the concept of habitus and handles it in different cultural contexts of 
various martial arts (Brown and Jennings 2014;Graham 2014;García 2014;Hogeveen 
2014;Spencer 2014). The shortcomings of habitus in relation to culture is dealt with 
providing a vast cultural context that was presented earlier in this paper. 
 
Problems and debates around study on sports and martial arts reveal the complexity 
and versatility that martial arts and other kinesthetic cultures possess and shows that 
they need further attention from anthropologists and other social scientists. With the 
theoretical framework of habitus created by Wacquant and Bourdieu we can bring 
more substance into the study of Japanese martial arts and elevate the project started 
by Burton, Draeger and others to another level by bringing more credibility to the 





This chapter will present the essential methodological tools that were used for this 
research project. The chapter will begin with a brief and profound description of the 
ethnographic field and how the researcher is positioned within this field. The 
methodology that is utilized in the study of kinesthetic cultures requires that the 
researcher is actively participating in the training itself, rather than work as a mere 
observant. The use of apprentice anthropology and phenomenology and will be 
explained further to reveal their usefulness in this study.  
5.1. Field description 
Nishinomiya, where Nishimoto sensei’s dōjō Shōdōkan practices, is about 1.5 hour 
journey from Kyoto, where I was doing my exchange studies for six months in 2013-
2014. I participated in practice sessions two times a week, on Sundays and 
Wednesdays. In the first training, Nishimoto sensei introduced me to other 
practitioners of the dōjō and I was very warmly welcomed from the start. At the 
beginning my main focus was on training and developing my iaidō. It might had been 
more convenient to conduct my fieldwork in Kyoto in a local dōjō, which would had 
allowed me to participate in training more often. Even in the university that I attended 
there was an iaidō club that had trainings nearly every day of the week. However, I did 
not want to violate the student-teacher relationship that I had already established with 
Nishimoto sensei over the past few years. During my previous visit to Japan I had 
formulate some degree of personal relationship with Nishimoto sensei, since I had 
been staying at his house and trained with him on during these trips. However, I was 
not that familiar with other members of his dōjō. I had met some of the briefly, but I 
had not formed an official or strong relationship with them.  
 
During the fall of 2013 and the early 2014 I mostly engaged in participant observation, 
training as one member of the dōjō while observing the workings of the dōjō at the 
same time. As I participated as a student myself, I got firsthand knowledge of the 
learning processes and pedagogies of the training group. In this methodology the 
researcher could be described as sort of ‘anthropologist as participant’ when the 
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anthropologist aims to understanding how the required skills are acquired by exposing 
himself as one of the practitioners (Chapman 20041:317).  
 
My participation as a student of iaidō continued through the whole fieldwork, but as 
my language skills developed I began conducting interviews in the early 2014. My skills 
in Japanese were still far from fluent even then, so most of my fieldwork data is based 
on participant observation, rather than interviews. The lack of verbal knowledge is of 
course a flaw, but much of the learning happens non-verbally as I will show later on 
this thesis. I conducted interviews among the senior member of the dōjō, by doing two 
one-on-one interviews and several group interviews. In overall, 8-10 members of the 
dōjō took part in these interviewing session. This can be considered as a good 
achievement, since the group that practiced in Shōdōkan was relatively small and 
training was usually attended only by 10-15 people. 
 
The group interviews were mostly conducted as semi-structured interviews after 
Sunday training during February and March of 2014. In addition, in-depth interviews 
with two members of the dōjō were also conducted. There was also a lot of informal 
conversation with various members of the dōjō that also provided valuable 
information. Some material for my analysis will be also drawn from my previous trips 
to Japan in 2007, 2008 and 2011. In these occasions I also trained with Nishimoto 
sensei and his teacher Iwata sensei. I also returned to Japan quite recently in 
November of 2015 to attend Iwata sensei’s memorial seminar in both Kobe and Ozu. 
All these other practice trips to Japan have been in order to train my iaidō, rather than 
to conduct an ethnographic fieldwork. However, during these trips I have gained 
knowledge that contributes to the analysis made in this thesis. As I return to my old 
notes that I have written after seminars in 2007-2011, I can see how the formation of 
habitus has started and evolved in myself. My recent trip in 2015 also helped me to 
deepen my knowledge in iaidō, which will be helpful for my overall analysis. To exclude 
this knowledge would be somewhat artificial way to limit my fieldwork to a certain 





5.2. Apprentice Anthropology 
Wacquant sees habitus not only as a topic, but also as tool for social inquiry (Wacquant 
2011). It works as a tool that describes the habitual and embodied practices that make 
a martial habitus. The applicability of Wacquant’s carnal sociology to the study of 
martial arts is evident. Martial arts are by nature active pursuits and are best approach 
by doing rather than discourse. To maintain the feel of a training incident, a use of 
phenomenological style of ethnography is justified. (Chapman 2004:317) If one would 
engage in academic discussion concerning bodily practices without engaging in it with 
his own body, it would be just a new version of armchair anthropology and thus 
academically unfruitful. As Morley points out, a discourse concerning culture 
concerning bodily movements that is centered entirely on the theoretical concepts of 
this given culture always remains incomplete (2001:7).  Martial arts and combative 
sports consist of skills that are practiced, manifested and transmitted through the 
body. They are created within their own context and maintained by the practitioners 
through physical activity. That is why they are especially suited for a phenomenological 
analysis of how practices are embodied and how they create their specified habitus.  
 
During the training I positioned myself as one of the students of the dōjō and trained 
as a participant observer. As I trained as anyone else in the dōjō I was subject to the 
same pedagogical methods than everyone else. Through this kind of participation it 
was possible to obtain deeper knowledge on the practical methodology on how 
tradition in transferred in this particular context.  
 
Through active participation in the training, I became one of the students of the dōjō, 
an apprentice so to speak. As every student in the in the dōjō can be seen as an 
apprentice, a subject to a teacher for the transmission of knowledge, it is only natural 
for the anthropologist to assume the same role. Wacquant claims that through 
apprenticeship one can examine the makeup of habitus by studying its production 
rather than its product. The researcher can then provide first-hand knowledge on how 
the habitus is being created, crafted and implemented to the body of the student by 
the lead of the teacher. (Wacquant 2005:466) This comes in the mode of total 
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pedagogy in which the knowledge is acquired through sensorimotor, mental and social 
aptitudes (Wacquant 2005:466). Samudra also points out that only through active 
participations in a martial art system that one is studying, is one able to produce 
extensive data for analysis. Paraphrasing Geertz famous concept of “thick description”, 
Samudra sees “thick participation” as important way to receive knowledge of activities 
labeled as kinestethic culture. (2008:665-666). 
 
Apprentice anthropology has many similarities with autoethnographic or 
autophenomenological methodology.  For example, Allen-Collinson states her 
methodology as one of autoethnography or autophenomenology. (2009: 20-21) It is a 
form of ethnography where there ethnographer is conducting the field through his 
own embodied experiences and in which those experiences are essential, if not 
central, part of the analysis. Allen-Collinson uses this methodology in her analysis of 
running and sees it as an important methodological approach when conducting social 
scientific study on sports.  
 
The intention of this thesis is not simply to give account of my own development as a 
practitioner of martial arts, but rather use myself as one example of how habitus is 
formulated in a specific context. Instead, paraphrasing Wacquant, it is the dōjō that is 
in the center of my research, not me or the formation of habitus in me. It is the dōjō 
and the social fabric upon which it lays that is intended to analyze in this thesis. Thus, 
it is important that the focus does not drift too much to myself. Excessive reliance on 
autoethnographic methodology would contain a risk of falling into the pothole of 
naval-gazing that Bourdieu and Wacquant have warned us about in relation to 
phenomenology.  
 
My own experiences of the learning process can only be used on an anecdotal or 
exemplar level, because the overall process of maintaining iaidō habitus happens 
through social network of generations that goes beyond one person. An activity such 
as running might be possible to be analyzed in as an individual endeavor that can be 
separated from social and cultural context at least to some extent. However, it could 
be argued for most kinesthetic activities the social and historical context it so 
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embedded in the learning process that it cannot be separated to be presented by an 
individual. The main character in the analysis should not be an individual practitioner, 
but rather the social web that is involved in the process of learning a skill and acquiring 
a set of dispositions that create the iaidō habitus. This is the main reason why I have 
attempted to conduct my research as an exercise in apprentice anthropology.  
 
5.3. Enactive Ethnograpy 
Through enactive ethnography, in which the fieldwork is based on “performing the 
phenomenon”, we can comprehensively catch “the cognitive, conative, and cathectic 
schemata (habitus) that generate the practices and underlie the cosmos under 
investigation.” (Wacquant 2015:1). Even after finishing this thesis, my journey in iaido 
will continue and I will be embedded in it in various different ways. One the one side 
this thesis is a social scientific study concerning the environment of a dōjō and how the 
principles and schemata of a sword fighting schools are implement on a student. On 
the other hand, I am in training to better myself in possessing these principles. Both of 
these are to some extend never ending processes. The diverse and complex processes 
of acquiring an embodied skill can only be explained to some extent. The analysis is 
thus limited to be a fragmented one based on a spatially and temporarily acquired 
experience.  
The analysis is phenomenological to some extent, but it is not supposed to be merely 
autobiographical. The main character in this analysis should be to dōjō, and the 
complex social network of people that create this dōjō. In addition, not only the dōjō 
‘here and now’, but also the historical process of passing on tradition that has created 
this dōjō. The dōjō is represented by its member and especially by its teachers. The 
teachers have important role in the continuation of tradition, but it is also in the 
students at different levels of their development that are crucial for the tradition to 
survive. The embodied practices that make of a school of swordsmanship are 





This chapter will provide a detailed description on how the technical and kinesthetic 
skills that are part of the iaido habitus are acquired and transmitted during the 
training. Keiko is primary the spatial-temporal context for the actual physical work to 
train one’s own technique. Secondly, it is also a social gathering. To be able to learn, 
one needs to have social fabric where the learning can take place. The dōjō as a 
training group, provides this social fabric. This social fabric will be discussed in a later 
chapter of this thesis. First, I will focus on the meaning of physical training in the 
implementation of the the iaidō habitus. The description will start with an account on 
how a typical training session, keiko work. A preliminary analysis on the different 
elements of keiko will also be provided. 
6.1. Enter the Dōjō 
The analysis on how the iaidō habitus is created will begin by introducing the most 
visible and practical methods of the embodiment process. Keiko is a Japanese word 
that refers to training session and specifically to a traditional way of practice in martial 
arts (Hall 2012:254). The physical training is conducted when the training group comes 
together for their frequent practices. 
In Shōdōkan, the weekly iaidō keiko occurred on Wednesdays and Sundays. The 
training group did not have their own private dōjō facilities and training was done in 
two different places. Wednesday’s training was held in a community hall and Sunday 
training was in a large sports center. Both places provided facilities for various 
different activities. Wednesday’s practice happened in some sort of dance or drama 
studio, and Sunday’s training place was a kendo practice hall. This hall was big enough 
to house two different groups of different martial arts at the same time. During our 
Sunday training times there was first a group doing some school of kenjutsu and after 
that a group doing karate. 
The official training time was from 19:00 to 21:00 on both days, but the space was 
available earlier for those who wished to engage in free practice. On Sunday, there was 
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also our dōjō’s jōdō6 training before iaidō, but iaidō practitioners were allowed 
practice on their own at the side. Jōdō was not compulsory for all practitioners, but 
roughly half of the members of Shōdōkan did both of these arts. However, Nishimoto 
sensei only taught iaidō, and jōdō was on other teachers’ responsibility.  
Even if the official start of the training was at 19:00, there was no strict starting time, 
nor did people start synchronously at the same time. People would usually enter the 
training hall at a time that was most convenient for them. Some people came very 
early and would train for two to three hours. Others arrived later and would settle for 
less training time with one and a half to two hours.  
This was a significant difference from other practice groups that I have trained with. 
According to my experience with other training groups or from seminars, it is more 
common to have a strict starting time when everybody is supposed to be present and 
ready to begin and the starting ceremonies are done simultaneously on command. For 
example, during my fieldwork I also attended kendo training in Kyoto, which had more 
strict schedules for the training. People would get to the training at the same time and 
the training would be very structured. The training would be done according to a 
strictly structured schedule.  
However, the atmosphere in Shōdōkan was significantly more relaxed on this matter. 
People would come to the training at a time of their own convenience and even chat 
at the side of the training hall before or during the training. Since iaidō is mostly done 
alone it probably allows more freedom for the individual practitioner. I would argue 
that a martial art that is based on paired techniques is more dependent on structured 
training, because you need to have at least two people to start training.  
6.2. The Etiquette 
As one enters the dōjō, he bows at the entrance to show his respect for the training 
hall. Then he walks in the side of the room to find a suitable place to change his 
clothes. If there are other people already at the dōjō, one is supposed to greet them 
                                                          
6 Jōdō, or the way of the staff, is a martial art where one practices the use of a staff that is 
approximately 1.5 meters long. Like iaidō, many jōdō practitioners practice under AJKF and accordingly 
train both in traditional style and modern seitei style.  
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accordingly. The clothes were changed inside the dōjō and separate dressing rooms 
were not used even if there was one available. This only applied to men, and women 
usually changed their clothes in the dressing room or some other place out of sight. 
While changing the clothes, people could interact socially by catching up with each 
other with some small talk. 
The clothes that are used in iaidō is similar to those in many martial arts. They consist 
of keikogi, obi and hakama7. This is similar set of clothing that is used in aikido, for 
example. The clothes need to be clean and wore in a correct way. I was corrected few 
times, because I had put on some of the clothes in wrong way.  
After putting on the training gear, one is ready to start training. Before proceeding to 
practice the actual kata-techniques, one would perform starting ceremonies. Starting 
ceremonies consisted of ritualized bowing from a standing position to the spiritual 
center of the room called shōmen8. After this, the practitioner would sit down to a 
seiza position and bow to the sword.  
The different bowings, greeting of fellow practitioners and the correct way of dressing 
are part of the etiquette of the training. Etiquette is used to maintain correct 
behavioral pattern within the dōjō and during keiko. Both keiko and dōjō are regulated 
by etiquette, which consists of social conventions that dictate the correct way to 
behave in the dōjō and during training. Restrained and polite behavior is important 
part of budō practices. (Silenius 1991:27). These principles that etiquette consists of 
should be maintained at all time during the training. It is the most superficial way of 
showing the embodiment of the principles and dispositions. By following the etiquette 
one also shows his respect and sincerity towards the art (Kangasjärvi 2012:70)  
                                                          
7 keikogi is the jacket that is worn during the training. There are specific kind of keikogi for different 
martial arts that vary by their material and color. Obi is the belt that is tied over the keikogi to keep it 
closed and it is also where the sword is placed and from which the drawing of the sword happens. 
Hakama is traditional Japanese trousers that have wide legs. It is tied over the obi. Pants can be worn 
under the hakama if one wishes to do so. 
8 shōmen is usually translated as the “the center of the room”. It usually dictated into which direction 
the training is done, e.g. techniques are usually done to the direction of the shōmen. It is often 
represented by the wall that opposes the entrance of the room. A physical object in the training hall can 
indicate the center, such as kamidana which a shinto altar that houses a spirit, kami. In other instances a 
picture of the founder or some other important person of the art, or simply the name of the art written 
in Japanese letter can be used to indicate the shōmen.  
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The formality and etiquette9 in Shōdōkan followed those of found in many Japanese 
budō arts. Following the etiquette begins as soon as one enters the training area, but is 
also present outside of the dōjō. Etiquette is important part of the iaidō habitus, 
because it is an established code of conduct that unifies the participants through 
shared behavior pattern. It also dictates how people behave within the vertical 
hierarchical organization of the dōjō. It can be seen representing the mental and 
spiritual aspect of budō art (Klemola 2000).  
The details of the etiquette are not usually taught explicitly, instead one needs to “pick 
it up” by himself by observing one’s seniors (Kangasjärvi 2012: 68). In Shōdōkan, the 
etiquette did not seemed to be explicitly taught either. However, when one made a 
mistake in performing etiquette, he was quickly noted of this mistake. One of my 
informants said that he practiced his bowing with a video camera for many hours 
when he was preparing for his 5th dan exam, which reveals the importance of the 
formalities. The importance of etiquette becomes more important as one climbs up in 
the hierarchy. A high level student needs to work as a good example for more junior 
practitioners. For this reason, he needs to fully embody the moral principles of the arts 
by performing flawless etiquette.  
6.3. Kata practice 
In Shōdōkan people would usually start their training by warming up or by doing some 
basic exercises, or kihon. Kihon refers to the most basic movement patterns and 
techniques of an art or practice (Hall 2012: 260). This means the “basics” of the art and 
it is the fundamental element that works as the basis for the proper technique.  
After the warming up, kihon training and starting ceremonies one would begin with 
the actual training with kata-practice. Kata10 are “prearranged combative forms”, 
predetermined movement patterns that are used to teach the correct response to a 
specific fighting scenario (Hall 2012: 247) They are used to transmit and preserve 
                                                          
9 In Japanese, etiquette is usually referred to as reiho or reigi.  
10 Kata is not a concept that is solely found in martial arts. In more general way, kata is a concept of 
behavioral ideology that has a significant role in Japanese way of learning how to do certain things 
‘right’ or ‘correctly’. They can be found as a pedagogical tool for acquiring almost any kind of bodily 
techniques. (Kelly 2002: 153-155) 
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techniques that have proven to be effective and useful (Rosenbaum 2004:xiv). In 
Japanese martial arts the curriculum of the school is usually organized under the 
framework that consists of kata (Lowry: 1995:28). The kata and kihon training 
exemplify the how somatic and kinesthetic elements of iaidō habitus are acquired. The 
disposition that it contains are learned through physical and emotional work. 
(Wacquant 2011:85-86)  
MJER trained in Shōdōkan has three main sets of kata: Seiza no bu, tatehiza no bu and 
okuiai11 which add up to 45 kata. There are some additional kata and variations to 
regular kata, but these are not practiced very often. These additional kata include 
some more ritualistic kata and techniques in which the practitioners train as a pair 
with wooden swords, bokken. In addition to these traditional MJER kata, most people 
at Shōdōkan also trained All Japan Kendo Federations (AJKF) seiteigata set consisting 
of twelve kata. The twelve kata are modernized version of kata from older schools and 
they are used for grading and competitions within AJKF. 
A typical iaidō kata consists of five separate, but conjoined sections where the sword is 
used differently: nukitsuke, furikaburi, kirioroshi, chiburui and noto. Nukitsuke is the 
first cut that is done with single hand by drawing the sword from the scabbard with the 
right hand as the sword is tucked to the belt on the left side of one’s body. Nukitsuke is 
a horizontal cut that is aimed to cut the enemy around the shoulder or throat area. 
After this, the sword is lifted above the head with a furikaburi movement to prepare 
for the vertical two-handed kirioroshi cut. This cut is supposed to cut through the 
enemy on a vertical line. Usually the target is the enemy’s head, but it can also be left 
or right shoulder. The specific amount of cuts varies between techniques, but after all 
cuts have been made, chiburui, or shaking off the blood, is performed. The last 
movement is noto, which in which the sword is re-sheathed. Most of these five 
elements are present in one form or another in all iaidō kata. 
                                                          
11 Seiza no bu consists of eleven kata that are done from a formal kneeling seiza position. While seated 
on seiza, one is kneeled on the floor, folding the legs underneath the thighs with buttocks resting on the 
heels. Tatehiza no bu consists of ten kata that are from tatehiza position. It is similar to seiza, except 
that the right knee is in upward position. Okuiai consists of eight techniques from tatehiza, ten from 
standing position and three from seiza. It is the most advanced set of the solo kata as it is hinted by its 
name which can be translated as “secret techniques”. 
38 
 
Practitioners would often start by doing the techniques from the beginning, starting 
from the first set and then progressing through them and going through all of them or 
as far as they know the kata. They could also concentrate only on a specific technique 
that they wish to polish. There was no specific and visible rules that would dictate 
what an individual should be training at any given time. Most people, however, 
seemed to start from the basics and then progress to the more advanced level 
techniques. The teachers seemed to be stricter or more mindful of what students were 
doing at a time when a competition or a grading was approaching. Especially at these 
times, the concentration in training was in seiteigata, because most of the kata that 
one has to perform in a grading or competition are from this set.  
During the training, practitioners could ask senior practitioners or teachers to correct, 
or a teacher could come up to them and correct them. There was rarely guided 
practices in the sense that we would concentrate on a specific technique for some 
time with teacher giving collective corrections. On the contrary, the teaching was 
mostly done one-on-one. According to my informants, one-on-one teaching is more 
traditional way of learning. In this pedagogy, the teacher always teaches his students 
as individuals, rather than as a collective group. I will analyze the meaning of different 
pedagogies later in this thesis. 
The privilege of teaching was bestowed only upon certain people. If Nishimoto sensei 
was present, he would naturally lead the training. In addition, there was also a number 
of other senior practitioners that would work as teachers or assistant teachers. 
However, there seemed to be a watershed of a certain grade to have the right to 
teach, which was 4th dan. I did not observe anyone below 4th dan acting as a teacher or 
assistant teacher during the training.  
The distinction between teachers and students was made clearest at the end of the 
training. The training area would be divided between teachers’ side and student’s side. 
The teachers would go to the shōmen side and turn around to face the students. Then 
one synchronized mae12 kata would be made synchronously by all practitioners. After 
                                                          
12 Mae is the very first technique of the first set of seiza no bu set of kata. It is a simple technique where 
one does all the basic elements of iaidō. It work as an introductory technique to iaidō and forms the 
very basis of practicing. Many teacher have said that by learning mae correctly and perfecting it, all the 
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this, closing rituals would be made collectively and synchronously. The closing rituals 
consist of bowing to the sword, then to the shōmen and lastly to the teachers. This is 
the reverse order in comparison to the starting rituals.  
After the training had officially ended people would change their clothes and pack 
their bags before leaving. We always gathered outside of the training place before 
continuing on our own ways to once again thank each other for the day’s training. 
Sometimes we would go out for an after training foods and drinks to a nearby bar. 
The different elements of keiko have their own role in how the iaidō habitus was 
implemented in the Shōdōkan dōjō. These elements work as pedagogical tools that 
create the structure in which the habitus can be implemented upon the student. These 
tools will be further analyzed in the next chapter.  
 
  
                                                          
other kata are easily mastered. In this sense the first kata has special meaning, because it represents 
the whole school and its principles. This echoes with my experiences in another budo arts. For example, 
in Hyoho Niten Ichi ryu the very first kata called sassen also has a special meaning and a lot of time is 
devoted to practice it.  
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7. Body pedagogies in iaidō 
The trained physical, cognitive, emotional and conative dispositions that create a 
habitus are not learned easily. They cannot be handed down or learned only trough 
theoretical application, but have to be practically implanted. (Wacquant 1995:504). 
Body pedagogies function as tools to replace the unaccustomed or “savage” body with 
the “habituated” body that is structured and remodeled to specified demands of the 
field. (Wacquant 2004:60) Body pedagogies exemplify the element of habitus as 
practically acquired set of dispositions. They also exemplify how the habitus is a result 
of pedagogical work, as Wacquant describes it. (2011:85-86) Body pedagogies that 
Wacquant describes in case of boxing, have direct parallel in various martial arts. 
(Jennings et al., 2010:546) The process of how kata are learned in iaidō reveals a prime 
example of a how body pedagogies work in the settings of dōjō. 
7.1. Making the movements natural 
During the training the techniques and principles of the art are embodied and the 
habitus is implanted into a student. As Wacquant points out, physical work is needed 
to gain somatic knowledge of the skills (2011:85-86). Kinetic techniques require years 
of training and hundreds of repetitions (Wacquant 1995:504). Techniques are repeated 
countless times in order to make them become natural for the practitioner. Especially 
for beginners, the movements are usually taught very slowly so that the correct use of 
the body will go to the muscular memory and all parts of the body work in harmony. 
The aim is to embody the technique so that it will become natural for the practitioner. 
Teachers were often speaking about how the movements should be natural and 
relaxed without any excessive tensions in the body.  
Some of the movements are difficult for the beginners, since they feel very unnatural 
at first. Wacquant describes how in the boxing gym one has to learn the 
comprehension of the body, to learn the “unnatural” moves of boxing, the punches 
and the proper use of the body (2004: 69). For example, in iaidō, many techniques are 
done from a sitting seiza position. This position is a formal seating position that dates 
back to the time of samurai. Similarly, another sitting position, tatehiza, is used in 
more advanced techniques. This seating position is based on how a samurai would seat 
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and rest in a battlefield while wearing an armor. One can imagine that for a present 
day practitioner sitting outside while wearing an armor is far from everyday activities. 
For modern people who are used to sit in chairs, these positions often feel 
uncomfortable at first. It requires a lot of time, sometimes years, to be able to sit in 
these positions for an extensive period of time.  
A sword as an object is also very strange for beginners. Typical Japanese sword that is 
used in iaidō has about 60-70 cm long blade and it typically weights from 800 to 1100 
grams. One goal of the practice is to make this tool feel natural in the wielders hands. 
The wielder needs to be able to use it quickly, powerfully and economically, so that he 
uses his whole body, not only his hands or upper body. This makes learning even more 
difficult, since practitioner is not only trying to accommodate his body to unnatural 
movements, but also tries to have an external object and “incorporate the weapon as 
an extension of the body, rather than as an attachment that has to be wielded.” 
(McDonald 2007:154). 
As I describer earlier, the actual physical training usually starts with basic training, or 
kihon. Kihon exercise works similarly than “floorwork” does in boxing. As Wacquant 
describes, floorwork consists of the basic drills that are taken out of the actual boxing. 
They are a way to implement the basic bodily techniques that the pugilist can then 
apply for the real boxing situation.  
In iaidō and other budō kihon must be applied when one starts to train the actual 
techniques of the school, kata. Even old master return to the basics over and over 
again (Klemola 2000:93:Inkinen 2010:39) Zen Master Omori Sogen encouraged 
students of calligraphy to concentrate only on practicing drawing a single line for the 
first three years of studying. In Japanese tea ceremony all the movement are practiced 
to be perfectly calm with all the postures and handling of the equipment done 
precisely as defined. (Klemola 2000:10-11)  
Nishimoto sensei told a similar story about his early days in iaidō. He would only do the 
first three kata for the first several years. There would be no grading or competitions, 
only training. A similar story was told by another teacher of kenjutsu. He had to do the 
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first kata, and only this, for several years before being admitted as a student of the 
school and be taught with any other techniques.   
Kata and kihon cannot be clearly separated from each other, but instead they are 
heavily intertwined. Kihon as the fundamental dispositions and skills should be present 
in kata. Kihon is the base upon which the correctly performed bodily performance and 
kinesthetic technique is built upon. A well-executed kata cannot be performed without 
a good bodily and somatic knowledge of kihon that provides a solid base. And this base 
needs to be cultivated throughout once career as iaidō practitioner. 
Original meaning of kata was to preserve and pass on practical and successful 
combative techniques. It proposes a systematic approach to engage in a struggle for 
the practitioners, instead of unstructured and disorderly training. The repetitive nature 
of the practice in overall allows the student to develop an ability to perform 
techniques in a natural manner that resembles reflex-like response to particular 
offensive and defensive situations. However, the systematic manner is not 
permanently rigid, but it also has flexibility. The overall purpose of the training is to 
internalize the techniques within the kata so that they can be performed and executed 
in varying situations without hesitation and without minimal conscious thought. A 
beginner can often be seen to perform these movement in an unsteady and difficult 
manner, while a master practitioner’s movement seem easy, simple and smooth. 
(Rosenbaum 2004:154-156) 
The most corrected mistake that I observed was the incorrect use of one’s body, or 
excessive power from wrong parts of the body. The beginners and even the more 
advanced practitioners would often try to do the techniques with excessive amount of 
force from their hands and upper body. This would make their shoulder tense and the 
arms would run out of energy quickly. At the end of each of these movement one 
should have a relaxed shoulders. Techniques that are done too tensely are slow and 
inefficient. This connects strongly with kihon, since the idea of kihon exercises is to 
make bodily movement relaxed and natural.  
An important part of kihon was correct breathing. Nishimoto sensei told me once that 
one of the most important thing to teach to a beginner is to breathe correctly. For the 
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beginner, the breathing needs to be rhythmed correctly with the movements of the 
body. For example, one should exhale as he performs a cut. The breathing needs to be 
deep abdominal breathing and too superficial breathing is not correct. A beginner 
needs to breathe consciously as he is trying to learn the correct breathing technique, 
but as he becomes more skilled, the breathing becomes more natural and the 
practitioner does not have to think about it consciously. Correct breathing had 
significant role in making the movements more relaxed and natural, and how the 
center of the body, hara is used correctly.  
7.2. Building up the hara 
The center of the body, hara, is important element to be able to do iaidō correctly. In 
Japanese martial arts person’s physical and mental nexus is thought to reside in the 
lower abdomen, two fingers length down from one’s navel. (Silenius 1991: 55) The 
concept of hara goes beyond the physical part of the body, but also contains the 
center of oneself, being the residence of the soul and the emotional nexus of the self. 
(Lowry 1995:77-76) What Westerner would call “opening your heart” in a moment of 
sincerity, a Japanese would in the same situation figuratively “open his belly”. The 
most extreme example of this is the act of sacrificial suicide of the samurai called 
harakiri or seppuku. In this act one opens his belly, literally and figuratively, to show his 
sincerity. (Lowry 1995: 77, Silenius 1991:56).  
Another example is a saying in Japanese that some young men do not possess hara. 
This means that these men cannot take responsibility on matters and that they might 
crack under pressure. (Silenius 1991:56) When one trains hara in budō one does not 
just train the physical muscles but also the mind. One has to think from his hara and it 
works as a vessel for thoughts, emotions, motivations and intentions. However, it is 
also anatomically practical since the area that surrounds hara has the largest 
musculature of the body. It is only natural to use these muscle to control coordinated 
motions. (Lowry 1995:78-79)  
Proper use of hara, in its physical and mental sense, is the cornerstone of the proper 
technique and correct habitus. During my first visit in Japan in 2007 I attended a 
seminar of Iwata Norikazu sensei. The seminar lasted for five days and during those 
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five days we spend seven hours each day just for training. The only thing we trained 
was basic exercises to strengthen our hara. We did not even get to do the actual kata-
techniques, because Iwata sensei was not happy with our use of hara, and thought 
that it would be useless to teach us any techniques if we cannot even do the basics 
properly.   
 
During my fieldwork the importance of the basic training and its purpose for cultivating 
the hara was also pointed out many times. When I was training, the most common 
mistake that was pointed out to me and to others was the lack of using hara. “More 
hara power”, Nishimoto sensei would tell me over and over again. I would sit in a 
seiza, and start getting up, but he would stop me and say that I was not getting up 
properly, because I was not using my hara. The use of hara has to be seen in every 
movement that you make during the kata. It is so central, that one third of each 
training should be used only for basic training that would strengthen one’s hara, 
according to Nishimoto sensei. Mastering your hara is important part of creating the 
correct iaidō habitus. 
 
The ideas that hara encloses are not merely Japanese ones, but they can be found in 
other kinesthetic practices as well. What Potter refers to as “the center” in dancer’s 
body, can be seen as analogous to the concept of hara. “The center” for dancer is “a 
conceptual area of the torso where the dancing body’s ‘connected’ movements are 
meant to originate” (Potter 2008:450). Even if their physical location might differ, the 
abstract concept is similar. “The center” and hara can be seen as the origin point and 
the most important part of the body where the movement are supposed to generate.  
 
The center is the basis for the correct physiological sense of the habitus. It is at the 
same time and abstract idea of the origins of the habitus, but also the physiological 
center for the execution of the correct body techniques. In paired techniques of MJER 
center has an important role. First of all, one needs to keep his body center focused on 
the enemy. If he loses the focus on the center, he loses the capability to control the 
opponent. This is most evident in a situation where the tips of the sword are touching 
each other. In this position one needs to keep his center focused on the enemy 
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through the tip of his sword. A pressure is put on the tip of the sword. This pressure 
needs to be focus to the center of the enemy not only to the opponent’s tip of the 
sword. If the center starts to drift, it creates an opening for the opponent to strike. Just 
as the dancer generates his movements form the center, the iaidō practitioner uses his 
hara to create power to maintain the center.  
 
To train one’s hara and to embody it to create the correct habitus, a practitioner needs 
to repeat the relevant exercises countless of times. Endless repetition is important for 
advancing ones technique, and progressing from beginners levels to more advanced 
levels takes years (McDonald 2007:153) The endless repetition implies almost a 
spiritual devotion to the perfection of the art. Countless repetitions and focus on the 
basics resembles the ideal of monastic training among boxers that Wacquant 
describes. The boxers that are building up their pugilistic habitus in order to become a 
competent prizefighter need to devote many aspects of their life for the training. They 
will control their diet, social life and sexual interaction for their pursuit. (Wacquant 
2004)  
 
 “The most striking character of the workout is its repetitive, denuded, 
ascetic quality: its different phases are infinitely repeated day after day, 
week after week, with only barely perceptible variations. Many aspiring 
boxers turn out to be unable to tolerate the ‘monastic devotion’ . . . [the] 
absolute subordination of the self that this training demands.” 
(Wacquant 2004: 60) 
 
The goal for the repetitions is to refine the movements so that they become 
“esthetically smooth” (Kangasjärvi 2012: 25-26). It takes countless of repetition and 
corrections from the teacher for the technique to become natural for the apprentice. 
Repetition alone is not sufficient, because repeating wrong form leads the student 
away from the correct form. The making of a good iaidōka thus require constant 
repetition of the correct form that is overseen by the teacher.   
“Your style, no good” 
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Nishimoto sensei would often point out when I was doing incorrectly and then show 
me the correct way. Even the minutest details are important when building up the 
habitus. I was scolded once by one of the senior teacher of dōjō for ending kata 
negligently. I was feeling tired and I did the final movements of the kata without 
paying attention. The teacher came to me and told me harshly that I have to pay 
attention to all the details. Not paying attention to the details makes the whole 
training meaningless.  
 
The repetitive training is working on the conative component of habitus, that consists 
of “proprioceptic capacities, sensorimotor skills, and kinesthetic dexterities that are 
honed in and for purposeful action” (Wacquant 2014:194) The conative component is 
important in making the movement become natural in the sense that one does not 
need to think about them as he is performing them. The process of embodying 
techniques requires the student to progress from conscious thinking of the 
performance to subconscious execution of the technique. This means that the 
movement becomes so natural that the performer does not need to think about what 
he is doing at any given moment.  
 
This resembles with the concept of mushin that is often connected with martial arts. 
Mushin refers to a state of mind where the warrior in combat can act without fear or 
thought of victory. The warrior acts intuitively without having to rely on his conscious 
thought. (Hall 2012: 334) In this state of mind, the movements come directly from the 
body and the actor does not have to rely on logical thinking prior to his physical action. 
 
7.3. Direct Embodiment and mimesis 
The body techniques and the correct habitus is taught through direct embodiment to 
establish the practical mastery of the fundamental schemata of the art (Wacquant 
2004: 60, 68). In iaidō, the learning of the kata and other techniques of the school 
relies heavily on mimetic learning during the keiko. Mimetic learning is an important 
way for the bodily knowledge to transmit from teacher to student in various different 
arts and crafts, not only in budō or martial arts.  
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Averbuch describes the learning process of bodily techniques of Japanese kagura 
dance performance, a form of Japanese ritual theater and dance as a body-to-body 
transmission. The kagura dances are special stage performances for shinto festivals 
including music, dance and play. Learning of these dances starts by following teacher’s 
example. The teacher shows the correct form and then the student has to absorb it 
through “legs and stomach, your body center”. (Averbuch 2008:27-28) Another 
account comes for Kangasjärvi in his study on Japanese tea ceremony, or chadō. In 
chadō, learning starts from memorizing the proper movements of the art through 
‘watch and learn’. (2012: 25-26). 
Learning through absorbing or ‘copying’ is traditional learning process in Japan 
(Averbuch 2008:27-28) Even linguistically terms ‘to copy’ and ‘to learn’ are closely 
related in Japanese (Clarence-Smith 2008:56). In this way of learning a pupil imitates 
and copies teacher’s example. This happens with minimal explanation or discussion 
and it is seen as the most effective way of learning. The student closely observes and 
repeats every movements of the teacher, who works as a model for the continuing 
emulation. This pedagogy is applied to forms of material arts, such as painting and 
sculpture, to martial arts, as well as to dance and other bodily arts (Hendry 2000:180).  
According to Richard Schechner performance is “restored behavior” or “twice-behaved 
behavior” (1985: 35-36). What Schenchner means is that when a person executes a 
performance or an action, he is repeating a behavior that he has already done. 
However, this could be extended a bit further into the analysis of direct embodiment. 
As one is restoring behavior that he has already done, he is also restoring behavior that 
someone else has also done, mainly his teacher. The emulation and the mimicry comes 
from the action of restoring behavior that has been perceived previously and by 
emulating it. 
This pedagogy was also used in Shōdōkan in many different occasions. When someone 
was taught a new technique or corrected on some specific technique, a teacher would 
often simply show it first and then let the student practice it on his own. The 
supposition was that one has to start learning through watching and repeating on his 
own. The aim of the mimetic learning is that the student would emulate the teacher as 
much as he can and as a result would absorb the correct form from the teacher. The 
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goal is that the students does the technique according to the ideal original that the 
teacher is representing (Schechner 1985:50).  
In Shōdōkan, when a teacher was trying to explain a certain point, he would usually go 
in front of the student and show him how he was making it to point out the mistake. I 
remember many times when Nishimoto sensei would come up to me and say:  
“Your style, like this.”  
Then he would imitate what I was doing and usually exaggerate the mistakes that I was 
making and say: 
“Not right. Like this.”  
After this he would proceed to show the correct form. At first, he would not 
necessarily explain verbally what I was doing wrong and what I would have to correct. 
Instead he would only show and I would have to “pick up” the correction by myself. 
However, if I would not get his point simply by watching and he would see me do the 
same mistake again, he would come to me again and explain further.  
Mimicry is the first step of learning. Students form and performance of the technique 
is not correct at the beginning, but as his body starts to get “habituated”, his ability to 
perform correctly increases. Through mimicry one can progresses to authenticity and it 
is a way to create authenticity for the body technique out of nothing. (Cox 2008: 9) 
Because a practitioner does not possess the physical capabilities to perform the 
techniques correctly, he needs to start by imitating. It is the first step in creating the 
correct habitus. After this the apprentice needs to repeat the action so that it will 
become more natural and starts to resemble the ideal original. This does not happen 
solely on imitation, since the student needs to be corrected all the way during the 
process of habituating. 
7.4. Oral transmission 
As much as learning the iaidō habitus depends on physical learning, repetition of kata 
and mimesis, it does not exclude oral transmission of knowledge completely. Quite the 
contrary, oral teaching pedagogies have significant role in the learning process. The 
most obvious expression of oral transmission is during keiko when teacher explains 
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and corrects a student. During the field work I observed that a teacher would often 
explain quite a lot, especially if a student was not able to understand just from seeing 
and imitating. Thus, the notion made by Hendry and Averbuch that the mimetic 
learning in Japanese is non-verbal can be contested. There exists an extensive amount 
of verbal teaching during the training, but also during informal gatherings outside of 
training environment.  
 
The importance of visual aide through exemplary performances by the teachers cannot 
be overlooked. Nishimoto sensei even used to show videos of himself and other high 
level teacher from different branches of MJER to students who visited his house. 
However, he also warned that if these videos are looked without knowing the person 
who is performing, they are of little help to anyone. Mimetic learning and visual 
examples are important, but the student needs to be aware of the context, since kata 
are performed slightly differently according to one’s level in iaidō.  
 
Beginners perform techniques slowly and concentrating on minute details. However, 
as already said, the performance of a more advanced student is more smooth and 
eloquent. He does not need to think about the techniques ant that can be seen in the 
performance. To be able to perform this well, one needs to have a very solid basis. If a 
beginners tries to imitate how the most senior practitioners do, without understanding 
the basics, they are doomed to fail. Their technique seems too fast and uncontrolled. 
This is why the learning cannot be based on simply by copying what the senior 
practitioners are doing. Instead, the teacher needs to provide a context for the student 
to learn and explain how performance is executed on different levels. A blind mimicry 
without any guidance would not lead to very good results. 
 
Mundane conversations during training and outside of keiko are also important part of 
the knowledge transmission. They are essential ingredient of the “hidden curriculum” 
of the dōjō. A vast amount of information is transferred orally through informal 
conversations. (Wacquant 2004:41). 
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The keiko is limited with opportunities for oral transmission, because it is heavily 
regulated by the etiquette. However, learning is not limited to the settings of the 
keiko, but it can happen in any space and time where knowledge is shared. Other 
learning environments allow more freedom for the participants to interact and to 
diminish the social regulations that exist during training. One example of this is “after-
keiko drinking”, or nomikai. The word is commonly used in Japan describe an event of 
social interaction after work or training in terms of drinking and eating. In general, 
nomikai work as a relief from stress and obligations of interpersonal relations (Ben-Ari 
2002: 129). The atmosphere in nomikai is usually more relaxed and people engage 
more lightly with each other. The hierarchies of the group are present, but not as 
strongly as during keiko.  
 
In Shōdōkan, every last Sunday of a month was followed by an official nomikai of the 
dōjō. Most people that had come to the training that day usually also attended the 
nomikai, but attendance was not mandatory and some people went home straight 
after training. Nomikai always took place in a nearby bar, or izakaya, where we would 
treat ourselves with beverages and some food. The discussion would be about 
mundane topics, often related to iaidō or other budō arts. There was no fixed topics 
and people seemed to talk about various different topics. Since iaidō was a common 
topic, it was also a good time for people to share their thoughts about training and 
techniques. The kohai13 could ask sempai14 advice on specific techniques and the 
sempai would share their thought and give advice related to training. Sometimes the 
teachers even encouraged to ask questions. Many times the evening would lead to us 
swinging chopsticks like swords while trying to ask specific questions on different 
techniques. I remember one time when a senior practitioner got so excited about 
explaining about a technique that he stood up on the chair and started imitating a 
certain kata. These gatherings were often accompanied with beer and sake, which 
might have contributed to the light atmosphere. 
 
                                                          
13 Junior student 
14 Senior student 
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Nomikai also reveals the transformative and flexible nature of the dōjō. Nomikai works 
as context were the social relations of a dōjō can be transformed to some extent to 
make room for interaction that is not possible in ‘normal’ keiko settings. It creates a 
window where learning can happen more verbally in comparison to the mimetic 
learning happening during keiko, creating an opportunity for the oral transmission of 
knowledge.  
 
As told previously, most of the interviews conducted for this thesis were made during 
nomikai. After I had informed my fellow practitioners that I wished to interview some 
of them for this thesis, they arranged nomikai more often than once a month for 
smaller group of people15. These discussion we would also include talk about iaidō and 
I learned things about techniques that I did not learn in the training hall.   
 
Nomikai most clearly reveals the social elements of the dōjō. It is possible for a 
practitioner of iaidō to train solely on his or her own, without any social interaction 
with other practitioners. However, it can be argued that this kind of training would not 
lead to a full acquisition of the habitus. As Mauss states, body techniques are socially 
acquired and maintained. That is why it is important that we take a look at the social 






                                                          
15 This was not very good for my Monday morning lectures in Kyoto. I tried to stay at the nomikai as late 
as possible and leave on the last train from Nishinomiya to Kyoto via Osaka. This meant that I was in 
Kyoto after last metro had already departed, so I had to walk for almost an hour to get to my dorm. 
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8. The dōjō as a community 
Wacquant states that studying a social institution, such as a boxing or martial arts, also 
requires detailed study of the structure and functioning of a supporting organization 
(2004:13). For martial arts, there are many different social authorities and 
organizations that have different roles in maintaining the tradition and transmitting 
the knowledge.  
Japanese martial arts are organized in many different ways and in many levels. For 
Shōdōkan and people practicing MJER of Iwata sensei, at one level there is the national 
organization of AJKF that awards grades and organizes competitions, through which 
the practitioners can gain social capital in order to maintain and develop their position 
within the community. On another level there is Iwata sensei’s Roshukai organization 
that works as a link between practitioners of Iwata sensei’s lineage of iaidō all over 
Japan and rest of the world. Both of these organizations do effect on the individual 
practitioners to varying degrees, but the most mundane and concrete setting where 
practitioners interact with each other and learn is within the Shōdōkan dōjō and the 
training facilities and other places where the group gathers. Thus my focus on this 
analysis is on how the habitus is created and maintained through the most mundane 
and frequent social interactions. 
In Japanese, dōjō, literally means “a place of the way” (Hall 2012:81). In popular 
imaginary, such as movies and narrative books, dōjō is often depicted as an old 
Japanese building into which people gather to learn from a master of the art. However, 
dōjō can more mundanely refer to a practice group that is organized under a teacher 
or several teacher. As I explained earlier, Shōdōkan did not have their own facilities 
and instead they trained in various different locations that are shared with other 
practice groups. In this case and throughout my thesis, the meaning of the word “dōjō” 
mainly refers to the social organization that is formed and maintained by the collective 
of practitioners.  However, I will also use it to describe the space where the practice is 
conducted at a given time.  
Klemola describes how a school sports hall transforms into a dōjō when karate 
practitioners enter the space after preceding aerobics class has ended (2000:5). The 
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meaning of the place changes when the aerobics practitioners leave and karateka 
enter, indicating that the dōjō is created by its members when the training begins. For 
Klemola, transforming the training place into a dōjō from a mere gymnastics hall 
stresses the idea that during the training both mind and body are being cultivated. This 
differentiates them from the previous group that came to the place only to “exercise, 
sweat and lose weight” without any significant relation to life and its meaning (Klemola 
2000:5).  
 
Every practice group has their own individual dispositions and hierarchies that come 
into play in the space that is dedicated for training. The training methods vary between 
groups and arts and individual group makes the space its own in order to build up the 
social structures that allow the group to work for the duration of the training. The 
training place becomes their space to express their spatial-temporal social group and it 
is dictated by the philosophies and socio-moral codes of the art. García sees the gym 
and the dōjō as “civilizing workshops”. These places provide a social milieu in which 
the habitus of the participants is dynamically changed to meet the requirements of the 
art. (2014:156-158)  
 
Social structure of the dōjō provides a setting and organization for acquisition of the 
bodily and mental schemata that are the fabric of the iaidō habitus. As Wacquant 
describes it, the gym works as a forge for molding oneself into shape that meets the 
needs, requirements and ideals of the bodily endeavor (2004:14). If we consider the 
dōjō as the forge, then the actual forging or the physical work for this is the training 
itself, or keiko.  
 
8.1. Hierarchy in the dōjō 
A Japanese dōjō is not a democratic entity and it is found on strict hierarchy that 
dictates interpersonal relation and individual’s position within the group. In Japanese 
society, the hierarchy runs through various parts of people’s lives and dictates how 
people interact with each other. This can be seen in such instances as greetings, talking 
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and seating in a room. (Hendry 1995: 76-78) These behavioral pattern formulate the 
etiquette that was described previously.  
Hierarchical organizations have been important ways of transmitting knowledge and 
skills throughout Japanese history, as exemplified in such traditions as calligraphy, 
flower arrangement, nō drama and music in addition to martial arts. (Hendry 
1995:169-170) Hierarchy in the Japanese dōjō is expression of the social authority that, 
according to Mauss, is responsible of how bodily practices as a tradition are 
maintained and embodied to an individual (1973: 85). 
Hierarchical structure of Japanese society emphasizes the importance of seniority over 
junior members. In organizations such as schools and workplaces seniority is often 
based simply on age. Since people enter workplaces and schools at roughly the same 
time people, peer group often consists of people of roughly the same age. This 
naturally leads to the result that older people are often hierarchically higher than 
younger. This works similarly in Japanese companies, where people form peer groups 
with the people that have started at the company during the same year. (Hendry 
1995:160-165) 
 
However, this does not necessarily apply to martial arts dōjō. At least in the case of 
Shōdōkan, the seniority did not follow the age of the members. Some practitioners had 
started training later in their life, while others at very young age. This created a 
situation where older people were junior to younger people. For example, the second-
in-line of the dōjō, Bonkohara sensei, is in his mid-forties, having started at a relatively 
young age. Then there was practitioners who had started in their forties or fifties and 
were junior in the hierarchy to people that were much younger. This created a 
situation where younger person was senior to older people, which contradict with 
traditional family hierarchies within Japanese society. 
 
The grades, rather than age are the most effective indicator of one’s position within 
the hierarchy in a dōjō. The grade system varies according to a martial art, but many 
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budō arts have adopted a modern dan-kyu16-systems. Dan-kyu-system was first 
adapted to martial art by Jigoro Kano, the founder of judo. (Hall 2012:77) People 
advance in grades by taking evaluation exams at specific times. In Shōdōkan, people 
graduated and received their rank from All Japan Kendo Federation.  
 
However, these modern dan-kyu grades are usually referred to as general grades in 
iaidō, rather than grades in a specific school of iaidō, such as MJER . Effectively, they 
do not necessarily indicate ones knowledge in the school in itself. A traditional school, 
such as MJER, can have its own additional certificate system that is separate from the 
more general one maintained by the federation. For example, in many schools there 
exists a more traditional densho-system17 which is more exclusive. These are not as 
much grades as they are certificates that indicate the degree of knowledge that the 
awardee possesses in the art. They are also more personal since they are awarded 
directly by sensei to a student.  
 
The importance of the densho system did not reveal itself during the training and did 
not seems to play that significant role in the day-to-day hierarchies of the dōjō. In 
principle, the hierarchical order during the keiko is based on seniority according to 
when they had started practicing and to the grades that they have achieved. It was the 
dan-kyu-system that worked as the de facto indicator of the hierarchy in Shōdōkan. It 
remained somewhat unclear whether these denshō certificates were even awarded 
anymore and by who. Nishimoto sensei has himself received a highest degree denshō 
                                                          
16 Details of the system and grades vary between groups but generally they are divided into dan and kyu 
grades. Kyu grades are sort of beginners grades and in the more popular arts, such as judo or karate, the 
kyu-grades are usually indicated by belts of different color and the as one achieves 1st dan he is awarded 
with black belt. In iaidō, none of these outwards indicators of the ranks exists. The kyu grades usually 
start with 5th or 6th kyu from which one progresses to 1st kyu. After this, he progresses into 1st dan and 
the number increase as one progresses. In AJKF the highest rank is 8th dan, but in some other systems or 
federations the ranks can go up to 10th dan. In addition there is also teacher certificates that are 
awarded for high-esteemed teacher. In ascending order these ranks are called renshi, kyoshi, hanshi. 
17 densho certificates in MJER consist of four grades in ascending order: shōden, chûden, okuden, 
menkyo-kaiden. Menkyo-kaiden as the highest level indicates full knowledge of the arts, but in addition 
to this there is kongen-no-maki, which is awarded more excusively. Kongen-no-maki is awarded to a 
person who is not only technically knowledgeable of the art, but also has expressed mental prowess. A 
holder of kongen no maki is not only technically fluent in the school, but also expresses good personality 
and higher knowledge of the philosophies of the school. 
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from Iwata sensei, but whether or not he has continued this tradition among his 
students remains somewhat unclear. 
 
In a Chinese martial art system, Wing Chun, the rank indicates the level of self and 
moral development of the practitioner rather than pure fighting skills. Not just the 
technical skills or combative skills matters, but also the personality, one’s behavior in 
regards to others, time devoted to training and other factors that were known only by 
the teacher and his immediate student. (Jennings et al., 2010:548) Similarly in iaidō 
and many Japanese martial arts the rank represents the time and devotion that one 
has spent on the art as well as his knowledge and abilities. According to my 
informants, especially the highest teacher grades in dan-kyu-system require as certain 
sort of mental prowess and ability to exhibit extinguished personality. In the densho 
system, the highest grade indicate technical and philosophical knowledge of the 
school. The importance of the hierarchy and one’s position in it comes relevant when 
the school is passed on through generations. A high position in hierarchy gives a 
teacher social capital to legitimize his position.  
 
8.2. Creating social relations in the dōjō 
A dōjō is also a place to create a social relations and peer groups. The level of sociality 
varies between members of the dōjō. People who had trained longer together had 
closer relationship. Some people rarely attended to the nomikai event, and other went 
for a beer every Sunday, even if it was not dōjō’s official nomikai.  
 
Relationship between teacher and student’s is highly personal, but the closest 
relationships are created between equals or close to equal person. This was 
exemplified by few practitioners who were interviewed. They had started roughly at 
the same time and seemed to be socially most involved with each other’s. It was a 
group of three people who would very often go for a beer after Sunday training. I was 
also invited to these events after I had expressed my wish to conduct interviews 
among them. Thus, they invited me along with to interview them and others. There 
was usually 4-6 of us, but three of the Japanese practitioners were the same every 
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time and every time there was one or two others. These three had started at roughly 
at the same time and where around the same age and acted colloquially with each 
other. Those that had started a bit later where affectionately referred to as “little 
brothers”. This resonates with how Japanese people create social relation within 
people of their own “group”. The definition of the “group” varies and depends on the 
contexts.  
 
A peer group allows a completely different type of social dynamics come in to play. 
Even if nomikai event are less controlled by the hierarchy, the differentiation of rank 
still exists. However, when the group gathers around as a peer group, the dynamics 
change. This allows more freedom in the interaction and perhaps allows discourse that 
would not be possible when there are people of higher status present. In peer groups 
the talk can be freer and more speculative. When a high ranking person is present, he 
usually leads the conversation and retains the power to control what is talked. 
However, in peer groups there is more freedom to express one’s individual opinion 
and not conform to the group that much. The talk seemed to be more relaxed and 
lighter when I was participating in group discussion of limited amount of people as 
compared to a gatherings with the whole dōjō. 
 
The previously described event of nomikai further reveals how dōjō provides a forum 
for social interaction. According to Wacquant, a boxing gym provides a place for social 
interactions that have no significant purpose elsewhere (Wacquant 2004: 37). These 
social relations are created and maintained within the context of the dōjō, whether it 
is during the training or during gatherings outside of the training. The dōjō provides 
the social context in which the learning of iaidō habitus in its physical and metaphysical 
forms can occur and it can be seen as “socioemotional melting pot and pragmatic-cum-
moral vessel” (Wacquant 2005:469).  
A school, such as Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu, can be seen as imagined community, since it 
spreads broadly between locations and all members do not necessarily know each 
other personally. Dōjō, however, is smaller and more localized entity. The average 
amount of people that came to the dōjō training was around 10-15. Not everybody 
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came to every training and the depth of social relations varied. Some were more 
involved with each other in and outside dōjō setting than others. However, everybody 
knew everybody at least to some extent and membership of the dōjō was something 




9. Body lineage 
As exemplified previously, direct embodiment through keiko is the essential in how 
iaidō habitus is transferred from a teacher to a student and the dōjō provides the 
spatial and social setting where this direct embodiment can occur. This transfer is only 
one in a long line of generations which is often brought up during training and informal 
gatherings of the dōjō.  
The direct embodiment and oral transmission do not include only the verbally and 
bodily expressed explanation of how the techniques are performed. They also include 
all the historical aspects that are relevant in the legitimization of the art, and the 
explanation of the historical continuum of which an individual practitioner is a part of. 
References to the past teachers are made often to create a narrative dimension that is 
important part of the habitus transmission. This narrative element creates a body 
lineage through which individual practitioners can trace their historical genealogy in 
their art. 
This chapter will focus on the analysis of the socio-historical development of iaidō 
habitus that was taught at Shōdōkan dōjō. It will be shown how the knowledge 
transmission is part of long historical process and how historical narratives are 
presented during the process to legitimize the correct iaidō habitus. 
9.3. Narratives of past generations 
Habitus is never created in a vacuum, but rather as a contribution of socialization into 
individual habitus (Delamont and Stephens 2008:59) Collective history is important 
part of the legitimacy of the art and the tradition is passed on through body lineages 
(Jenning et al. 2010:536) Through body lineage a teacher can place himself within the 
continuum of the school and establish himself as a representative of the correct way of 
doing. Historical accounts and stories about central personages express the narrative 
dimension of the knowledge transmission within martial arts (Jenning et al. 2010:543).  
The presence of narratives and their significance in martial arts can be seen through 
various different examples. The founder of the system or other important personages 
are usually given a very high status and even mystified. For example, most judo and 
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aikido dōjō have picture of the founder on the wall. In another manner, many budō 
related books begin with historical account of the founder and other important 
personages relevant to the art (for example, Bagot 1998, Iwata 2002, Jensen 1967, 
Silenius 1991, Suino 2006, Warner & Draeger 1983 [1982]). The place where the actual 
training happens, a practice hall or a gym, can work as a “material heart” of the art, 
where these pictures and other material objects work as connection to the past 
generations of the art (Jenning et al. 2010:539-540).  
In the narratives of iaidō and MJER, origin of the school dates back to a 16th Century 
samurai by the name of Hayashizaki Jinsuke Minamoto no Shigenobu (c. 1542-1621). 
Details of his life are obscure and he can be regarded as a somewhat semi-mythical 
figure. He was not the first one to develop iaidō techniques, but Hayashizaki Shigenobu 
had significant role in developing iaidō techniques further and systemizing it as school, 
or ryû. (Warner & Draeger 1983: 79-82) This was part of larger trend which saw 
military arts for the first time formalized into named schools where training curricula 
was structured, cultural and technical knowledge was passed on by generations of 
headmasters, predetermined movement patterns (kata) were named and  formal 
system for grading students was created among other outward attributes (Anshin 
2012:19). Although there had been systemized schools of military arts before, a new 
way of teaching skills, attitudes and ideologies related to them emerged for the first 
time. Changes in the social order, the growing hegemony of the samurai, and the 
changing mindset towards martial skills altered the way martial arts schools were 
organized from this point onwards. (Bennet 2012: 24-26) As a result of how 
Hayashizaki’s systemized the technique in accordance with the contemporary changes, 
more than two hundred different schools have at some point in history traced their 
lineage directly to him, MJER among them (Warner & Draeger 1983:79-80). At present 
day, there is even a shrine dedicated to his memory in Yamagata-prefecture.  
 
The story of Hayshizaki is used to tell history of iaidō and how it can be traced back to 
400 years in the past. However, the story of Hayashizaki is often only mentioned in 
books and he was rarely mentioned during training or gatherings outside of training. 
More relevant personages for the iaidō practitioners in Shōdōkan come much closer in 
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history than 16th Century. The school founded by Hayashizaki went through various 
changes and branched into numerous different sub-schools. One of these branches 
was reorganized by 17th generation headmaster descending from Hayashizaki, Ōe 
Masamichi (1852-1927) who named the branch as Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu (Iwata 
2002:96; Warner & Draeger 1983: 92-93) The original amount of about 160 kata was 
reduced and reorganized into three sets: Seiza no bu, Tatehiza no bu and Okuiai (Iwata 
2002: 246). Ōe sensei appointed 18th successor, but this was disputed by some of his 
student after his death. This led to MJER to split further into different groups by his 
most senior students. The changes made by Ōe sensei where significant enough to 
make him become regarded as a certain sort of re-inventor of present day MJER. As 
mentioned previously, there exists a numerous different branches of MJER, but all of 
them trace their lineage to Ōe sensei.  
 
9.4. Importance of body lineage 
The connection to Ōe sensei is also important in Iwata sensei’s lineage. Three students 
of Ōe sensei became teachers of Iwata sensei. They passed on their knowledge to him 
and he further passed it on to his students, Nishimoto sensei among them. Thus, in this 
lineage, Nishimoto sensei is the 20th generation successor of Hayashizaki.  
 
Even if MJER has history that spans roughly 400 years to the past, it is important to 
note that in reality the body lineage is often referred to personages that have existed 
more recently. Iwata sensei often made clear that he was taught and he was teaching 
the authentic and pure style of Ōe sensei’s MJER. There was rarely references to 
headmasters of the school preceding Ōe sensei, or to the mythical 16th Century 
founder, Hayashizaki Jinsuke Shigenobu. Consequently, in Shōdōkan, the references 
were also often made to Ōe sensei, but even more to Iwata sensei himself. I believe 
that for the students of Iwata sensei and Nishimoto sensei, going as far back as to the 
beginning of 20th Century is too far to relate to. Since these skills are taught through 
the direct embodiment, the student can only refer to teachers that they had trained 
with themselves, or to some extent to teacher have heard about from their own 
teachers. For example, even if Iwata sensei never met Ōe sensei himself, his teaching 
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was passed on to him by direct students of Ōe sensei. These people had learned 
directly from Ōe sensei and stayed true to his teachings. The generational gap does not 
seem to be too broad yet.  However, current generation in Iwata sensei’s lineage might 
be too far from Ōe sensei. They have not trained together with anyone who would 
have directly trained with Ōe sensei. He might be too distantly in the past for the 
current generation to feel connected with him. This has led to a situation where Iwata 
sensei is becoming the next recognized ideal original. 
 
This is best illuminated how Iwata sensei was regarded in Shōdōkan. People spoke 
about him and about his iaidō with admiration and respect. His elevated position is 
probably best revealed in how he was often referred to as ō-sensei, which can be 
translated as “Great Teacher”. The founder of aikido, Morihei Ueshiba, is also 
commonly referred to as ō-sensei, which emphasizes his importance as the founder of 
the school. Similarly, the personage of Iwata sensei has become so strong, that after 
his death he has become a Great Teacher. I did not hear him being referred to with this 
word when he was alive, but I cannot say for sure when his students have started to 
use this name. One part of my latest trip to Japan in 2014 was to attend Iwata sensei’s 
memorial seminar. During a demonstration in his honor, a picture of him was placed in 
front of the training hall and we were performing towards that picture. It can be 
argued that this action reveals the elevated status that Iwata sensei has gained after 
his death. During this trip, Nishimoto sensei also stated that we should refer to the 
MJER that we practice as Iwata-ha, which means that it is now explicitly a branch of 
Iwata of MJER. This announcement further highlights the importance that Iwata sensei 
has gained after his death. 
 
The body lineages also came up when there was talk about other branches of MJER. 
For example, sometimes Nishimoto sensei showed videos, photos or simply told 
stories about other students of Ōe sensei and people in these lineages. He would 
explain why someone did in some specific way, because he was a student of this 
student or that student of Ōe. Before my departure back to Finland, Nishimoto sensei 




In another way the significance of body lineage is also revealed in a more mundane 
instances. When someone comes into interaction with people outside of their dōjō, 
the new acquaintances often inquire about one’s personal history in iaidō. They could 
ask, for example, when has one started, where does one train and most importantly, 
who is one’s teacher. When I arrived in Japan and was introduced to other 
practitioners in Nishimoto sensei’s dōjō. Because I was not a member of the dōjō and 
no one knew me, he started by explaining where I was from and who was my teacher 
in Finland. My Finnish teacher had been coming to Japan for years and the senior 
members of the dōjō knew him to some extent. This action reveal how Nishimoto 
sensei established my own body lineage to the other members of the dōjō by linking 
me to his own by introducing me as a student of his student. When I met new people 
later on, I was often asked who my teacher is: 
 
“Who is your teacher in Finland?” or more simply “Who is your teacher?” 
 
If there would be a chance that the person asking would know my Finnish teacher, I 
would often say my teachers name. However, after training some time with Nishimoto 
sensei I would say his name, especially if there was little chance of the inquirer to 
know about my Finnish teacher. 
 
Prestige of highly esteemed teacher will reflect upon his students. The practitioners is 
not only valued by his own achievement, but rather by the whole social context in 
which he operates. A relationship with a teacher has an important role in this context. 
In Japanese society, a person is evaluated by his relationship with other people, not as 
an individual. Notion of self is created through interaction with other through practice. 
(Bachnik 1998:91-94). 
 
This notion can be applied to the acquisition of iaidō habitus as well. One cannot 
create iaidō habitus on his own. There are instructional manual and videos available, 
but these are not sufficient enough embody the dispositions and schemata. It is the 
interaction between the teacher, the student and the dōjō community that is required 
to create the iaidō habitus. The narratives of past teachers and the ubiquitous 
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reference to past generations reveal the importance of the social relationships that go 
beyond time and space. The legitimacy and the authenticity of habitus cannot be 
maintained and negotiated without these narratives.  
 
However, even if the narratives and stories imply an unchanged habitus that has 
passed on through generations, there is always a room for variation and even for 
renegotiation for the habitus. In the end, habitus is not a set of static position, but it is 
also vulnerable to changes.  
 
9.5. Transformative nature of habitus 
For Iwata sensei, the maintaining of Ōe sensei’s style was adamant and he always 
emphasized this point. For him, Ōe sensei worked as the ‘ideal original’ and the 
authentic model for emulation through his teachers that had been taught by Ōe 
sensei. Through the body lineage that connects him to Ōe sensei, he could legitimize 
his own position as an authority for the correct way of doing, by showing the direct link 
to the ideal original that Ōe sensei was representing. This has been continued with 
Nishimoto sensei, who emphasizes his legitimacy through Iwata sensei.  
 
However, even if the goal is to pass on the ideal original that the teacher and the 
previous generations represent, the transmission can never be complete and the 
habitus is prone to changes between generations. The importance of these narratives 
and lineages is to legitimize the ‘ideal original’ as the source for the correct habitus. 
However, as pointed out earlier, the emulation of the ideal original can only go so far. 
For the individual practitioner, his own personal biology and biography gives him a 
unique basis upon which to build his habitus. The personal idiosyncrasies of a 
practitioner contribute to the change that happens to the habitus as it is passed on 
from one individual to another. In reality the iaidō habitus does not consist of static 
dispositions, but it is rather an interpretation bound to time, place and personages.  
Performances cannot be executed as pure duplicates of the original and their 
authenticity will always be ‘a copy of a copy’ (Schechner 1985:50).  Another way in 
which we can take a look into the look into the transformative nature and flexibility of 
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iaidō habitus can be found in a more personal level. As Wacquant states, habitus as a 
set of dispositions “vary by social location and trajectory”. (Wacquant 2011:85-86) A 
practitioner is always dependent on his own bodily capabilities and his life history. It is 
inevitable that he the individual life histories affect how adept people in learning a 
specific skill. This also means that they have to adapt their performance to their own 
body-mind complex. 
Performance of kata has freedom to adapt to individual. Each generation is not a 
perfect copy of the preceding generation, but instead reinterprets the habitus in its 
own way. Every student is at the same time an individual actor that accommodates the 
habitus to his or hers own individual mold, but at the same time tries not to violate the 
historical legitimacy too much. A specific physical limitations or idiosyncrasies can 
effect on how the habitus needs to accommodate to the performing body instead of 
vice versa.  However this does not necessarily violate the idea of the correct habitus 
and he can even still possess the skills.  
Nishimoto sensei provides a good example of this. As a child he suffered from polio, 
which left his left arm partially disabled. He cannot raise the hand on its own above his 
head. This causes some challenges when performing some specific parts of the kata. 
However, Nishimoto sensei has been quite impressively abled to overcome this 
challenge. Despite of his disability, which could effectively diminish his ability to 
perform according to the ideal habitus, he has instead become a master in his art and 
a distinguished model for emulation. He pointed this out quite bluntly once during a 
seminar in UK when he was trying to teach us vertical kirioroshi cut: 
“I have only one good hand and I can do this. You have two good hands, so why can’t 
you do this properly?” 
He said this with a big smile and continued with his playful laugh. He showed us that 
physical ability or disability is not necessarily the defining principle of the ability to 
perform correctly. 
In addition to physical injuries or disabilities, the natural aging process has significant 
effect on how correct habitus can be performed. We are all biological creatures and 
bound to the aging process and budō does not offer any cure for this. Our bodies start 
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to deteriorate at some point and its capabilities diminish. Older practitioners cannot 
perform as quickly or vigorously as his younger counterpart, and thus one has to 
change his technique. The aging effects so that the practitioner has to adapt the 
execution of the techniques to his body capabilities and more gentle training method 
needs to be applied (Allen-Collison and Hockey 2015:70). Evidently this leads to the 
situation in which the practitioner cannot physically do much during the training. In 
many instances I have seen practitioners in their 80s or 90s still coming to the training. 
Of course their technique seems a bit frail and uncertain, but this only reveals how the 
habitus consists of other dispositions than those that show physical ability of the 
practitioner.  
Iwata sensei was still leading seminars in his late nineties. He could not show much 
himself due to his age, but that did not diminish his ability to teach. Instead he would 
give lectures and speak, but would never rely solely on theoretical discussion. 
Nishimoto sensei also did the same in many occasion. He has not been in very good 
health in recent years, so he cannot perform as much as before.  
Both of them had methodologies to overcome this obstacle. Both of them used their 
students and younger practitioners as an examples. They would tell that practitioner 
what to do and how to do it correctly. In a sense, the body of the student transforms 
into the representation of the correct form through the oral explanation of the 
teacher. However, it requires the teacher’s presence, since the student by himself 
would not be able to show correctly. As he is told by the teacher how to correctly, he 
still need to practice on it to embody the correction. Of course, this rarely happens 
quickly, so usually teacher needs to say multiple times, sometimes until the point of 
frustration (to the teacher’s and to the student’s) to correct the incorrect execution. 
Using their student body as an surrogate for their own knowledge, the old and 
physically limited teacher are able to pass on the tradition, not with their own body, 
but despite their own inabilities through their students.  
It can be argued that in western spectator sports, those who are most celebrated are 
the young and able bodies. Those who still break the records and are able to perform 
fully. Usually after certain age the sportsmen and women are consider “too old” for a 
specific sport and thus they wither away from the limelight. Hardly ever do are stories 
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told about the old sport stars in their post-career professions. Those that become 
legends are frozen in our mind to their prime time. They are remembered from their 
feats, wins, loses and competition, from their execution of their arts at their best in the 
physical sense. The credit is also given to the athlete himself with only vague 
references to coaches or other people in the background. 
The admiration is total opposite in the old Japanese martial arts. In these systems, the 
practitioner does not lose his position or his status as he gets older. His knowledge will 
be appreciated and he will be revered with the support of the hierarchy. Teachers 
position in the based on social and bodily capital that he holds. The bodily capital that 
he has accumulated through years of training changes to more social capital as he is 
revered as masters even due to his lack of physiological capabilities. This knowledge 
represents the cognitive component of habitus. It “consists in the categories of 
perception through which agents cut up the world, make out its constituents, and 
perception and give them pattern and meaning.” (Wacquant 2014:194)  
Managing bodily capital is important in gaining social capital (Wacquant 2004: 145-
148) However, the iaidō teachers can manage the bodily capital of others, their 
students, to create social capital for themselves. After all, it is not the overall outward 
and superficial form that are the most important elements for the correct iaidō 
habitus. Instead it is the underlying principles that create the body capital that one has 
through the correct habitus. The correct iaidō habitus is thus a formulation of 
knowledge about the correct performance of habitus as much as it is the ability to be 
able to perform it. The correctness goes beyond the physical form of how the practice 
is executed to the more metaphysical level of the habitus.  
The tradition allows room for interpretation and in some cases it is even encouraged 
and people can add their own character to the performance (Kangasjärvi 2012: 26, 30-
31). A high authority can even make clear changes to a tradition (Kangasjärvi 2012: 8-
9). Ōe sensei himself reformulated the school of iaidō that had been passed on to him, 
making him as a good example of a high authority that can change the tradition. A 
good examples how individuals can leave their mark on the body lineage can be seen 
in the existence of the so-called variation techniques, or kaewaza. If the goal for a 
teacher is to pass on his knowledge in a most unchanged state as possible, it would 
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require that the techniques would be taught identically to every student and all the 
student would do exactly like the others. However, this is not the case as we can see in 
the kaewaza. They provide an interesting manifestation of the variability and 
interpretation.  
Kaewaza are kata which are variations of the ‘official’ techniques. These were often 
referred to as a kaewaza of kata X by teacher Y. Nishimoto sensei stated that he 
himself has added some elements from other iaidō schools to some techniques, 
effectively creating his own kaewaza. The details might be very small and an 
unaccustomed spectator might not even notice them. However, they do exist and they 
can be seen as expressions of creativity that is allowed for practitioners that have 
reached a certain level. They also work as a historical relics and are part of the 
narrative of past generations. It is important to note that not just anyone had the 
authority to create and establish a kaewaza. It seemed that only the masters were 
attributed one. For example, I was taught kaewaza that were formed by the teachers 
of Iwata or other headmaster in Iwata sensei’s lineage.  
This is an expression of a concept that is used in budō, called shu-ha-ri. This concept 
refers to three stages of a knowledge and three mental phases of learning a budō art 
(Hall 2012:461).  In the first phase of shu, the practitioner follows his teacher’s 
instructions loyally and without questioning. The practitioner dedicates himself only to 
one school in order to learn the techniques and the underlying principles of the school. 
In this level, imitating the teacher is the purpose of training. Through emulation the 
practitioner can embody the schemata of the art. At this level, the attempt is to 
preserve a fluid art form within the strictures of traditional script (Averbuch 2008:22). 
 
In the second phase, ha, the student has understood the underlying meaning of the art 
and wishes to expand his knowledge, thus his own character is expressed in his 
performance. The word ha can literally be translated as “to break” or “to be torn”. The 
student has gained technical mastery and is able to perform “naturally and 
automatically” (Hall 2012:461). This is the aim of the repetitiveness of training and to 
make the movement natural and work without thinking. During this stage, the student 
can begin to study different schools on his own to polish his own form. At the same 
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time he needs to maintain his skill in the original school because of the social debt, 
giri18, he own to his teachers and the community. In this phase the student is in such a 
high level that he has more freedom in adapting the ideals of the school to his own 
personal idiosyncrasies. However, it does not give the student complete freedom to do 
as he wishes, because there is always the danger of going to do once own style and 
violate the giri. 
 
The last phase is the level of mastery, in which the practitioner has a vast knowledge 
and experience of the art. The practitioner is fully competent and knowledgeable in 
the style and is ready to create his own school or becomes the headmaster of his 
current school. The original relationship with his tradition changes as he separates 
from the tradition or renews it by becoming the leader. (Hall 2012:462)  
 
These three stages reveal the possibility of creativity that can occur within the school. 
The iaidō habitus is negotiated and renegotiated by each generation. The model of 
emulations changes which also leads to changes in the tradition. This changes is only 
natural since the model are natural being that have different capabilities. Even if the 
habitus is narrated to be passed on as “pure” and “unchanged” there is also a room for 
variation and even encouragement for it in the highest level.  
 
However, the interpretation also creates friction and diverging interpretation of 
dispositions usually come into play when a school experiences a split. As has happened 
with many martial arts groups, the death of a significant personage can make the study 
group split into various different groups.  The individual aspects can be seen as the 
cause of friction between students when an important teacher dies and does not leave 
a clear successor. The students interpret that the other students are doing too 
differently from the ideal original and this divergence causes conflict between groups. 
Students of a high esteemed teacher may have differing ideas on how the lineage 
should be continued after teacher’s death. Since the habitus among groups differs, 
                                                          
18 Social debt, or giri, is a concept in Japanese that indicates a social obligation of an individual to act and 
behave according to his own status and conforming to the demands of the group. Violation of giri is 
highly undesirable and can lead to exclusion from the group. (Holopainen 1991:37) 
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they will regard each other as going their own way and not performing as the teacher 
had meant. 
 
This seems to be happening at the moment among Iwata sensei’s students. After his 
death in 2011, there has not been an authority that would have continued his lineage 
as clear successor. He awarded menkyo-kaiden and kongen no maki licenses to some 
of his students, which would give them authority to continue on their own. However, 
he did not clearly point out a successor. This has led to his students to divide into 
various factions continuing on their own. Some of his students have also expressed 
fear that the lineage would die out if there was no successor. However, these events 
are still unfolding and there is no clear picture of the power struggles behind the 
curtain.  
 
Mimetic learning that was described in the previously is not only for absorbing one’s 
teacher habitus but also the whole historical lineage that is embedded in it. The 
individual and the collective comes into play in this mimesis. On the one hand 
apprentice’s individual biological and mental characteristics affect his ability to absorb 
the ideal iaidō habitus, but at the same time he is part of the historical process and 
development of the habitus. As the mimesis is always copy of a copy, the ideal original 
is bound to be changed. When the knowledge advances to the next generation, it 
adapts to the carnal form of the current original. In some sense there are never only 
one ideal original, but several ones. And the ideal original can change which is 
indicated by the recent events in the lineage of Iwata sensei. When one is a student of 
a martial art, he is also a part of interpersonal relations that stems beyond centuries. 
Even if the meaningful people become more vague and vague as we go further back in 
time they are not vanished. However, after Iwata sensei died, there exists a too wide 
of a generational gap between the current practitioners and the ideal original. 
 
The limit between variation that is due to the practitioner’s physiology and a creative 
variation is vague. The technique can be adapted to one’s own capabilities, but this 
does not allow freedom of creativity. The technique must still be conducted within 
some sphere of correctness. The border is hard to know, and one would usually find 
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out that he had crossed the line when a teacher would walk from the opposite side of 
the dōjō and start lecturing about what the poor soul had done wrong this time. 
However, when one looks at teachers performing you can always find a differences 
between each other’s. The goal is only to some extent to mimic the teacher, but this 
can never be fully achieved. Everybody needs to accustom the performance according 
to their own physical limitations. However, this does not necessarily mean that one 
can simply do as he wishes. The limitation are controlled by the hierarchy and the 
teachers have the power to judge to the performance of an apprentice.  
 
In Win Chun, the habitus is seen as something that is developing and changing all the 
time. It can be improved through practice over time. A prevalent narrative also 
suggests that through training one can defy one’s aging process on his body. There are 
multiple past and present examples of masters that would still practice in an old age of 
80s, with ability to maintain high levels of skill and speed. (Jenning et al. 2010:551) 
 
This resonates with the narratives and living examples of Japanese budō masters that 
would practice all their live and pursuit the perfection of their art right until their 
death. Iwata sensei held his last seminars only few months before his death at the age 
of 98. Similar stories have been told about masters in aikido, judo, kendo and karate, 
for example. These narratives work as a way for their respective martial habitus to 
become pursuits of bodily perfection “where perfection is defined in terms of 
techniques, body structure, timing, strategy and on rather than just physical force” 
(Jennings et al. 2010:551) The accumulated bodily capital becomes a mixture of social 
and bodily capital. As the master’s body is not able to perform only through physical 
ability, the knowledge that was once carnal becomes more dependent on the mental 
aptitudes. An aging teacher or teacher whose halt is ailing, needs to find another ways 
to transmit the bodily knowledge that his possesses, but cannot execute in order to 







9.6. Traditional values, modern tensions 
As was alluded previously, the tradition is always prone to change and never stays the 
same. However, there is always a fine line that should not be crossed, neither an 
individual nor the lineage as a living entity. Narratives and talks about different 
practice groups and their expression of iaidō habitus is one way to understand the 
idiosyncrasies of the habitus that a practitioner tries to achieve. These narratives are 
also another way to further legitimize one’s own lineage. The issues that are pointed at 
are something that the other group is doing differently or something that it is lacking.  
 
These concerns also apply to the study of iaidō, since there also exists some degree of 
sportification and the influence of sports into martial arts was hinted by some 
informants. However, the connection between sports and budō did not come up very 
often and was only referred to vaguely. 
 
The dichotomies of modern-traditional and sport-non-sport does exist in budō arts, 
due to their classification as either post-Meiji restauration gendai budō and pre-Meiji 
restauration koryu bujutsu (Hall 2012:52-53). However, this classification is somewhat 
artificial and many arts cannot be easily placed into either one of those categories. This 
is the case also with iaidō. In my field site people practiced the old style iaidō when 
they were engaged in MJER, but they also practiced in the modern set of seiteigata 
which was developed in the mid-20th Century by All Japan Kendo Federation (AJKF). 
Iaidō practiced under All-Japan Kendo Federation has a well-established competitive 
activities, while those practicing more traditional style refrain from competing.  
Most of my informants did not relate iaidō to sports directly, but saw some similarities 
and some degree of connection between budō and sports. This was revealed especially 
when discussing about the traditional modes of teaching and performing budō in 
comparison with modernizations that some budō arts have gone through. This was 
also referred to as a degree of sportification. They saw some level of sportification 
happening in Japanese martial arts, but they also made a clear distinction between the 
two practices. As we can see, the practitioners were engaged in both traditional and 
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modern style at the same time, but they did not strongly differentiate between them 
as modern or traditional.  
One of my informant expressed how the many of the gendai budō styles and many 
iaidō schools lacked the proper use of hara. Here the reader must remind himself of 
the spiritual and physical aspects that the concept of hara has. The proper use of hara 
is proper use of both mental and physical schemata and dispositions. On the one hand, 
the lack of hara represents technical flaws in physical expression. On the other hand, 
the lack indicates shortcomings in the spiritual and mental training and focus that has 
shifted from the traditional ideal.  
 
An example in the technical execution was pointed out through seiteigata. They were 
considered as strict, robotic and without any natural movements. Performance of 
these kata needs to be exact copy of the model and there is no room to accommodate 
the technique to the practitioner. And the ultimate model in this case is not a person, 
but rather an instructional manual provided by the AJKF. The old style is more fluid and 
the movement should be natural and there is more leeway in adapting it to individual 
body capabilities.  
 
The mental side of hara was expressed by the shift in the mental values of budō arts. 
This was also connected with sportification. The main evidence of “sportification” in 
iaidō was related to the relatively new phenomenon of competitions. Competitions in 
their current form has not existed in Japanese martial arts for a long time. The 
discourse of “sportification” is heavily present in another Japanese sword art, kendo 
and it’s also connected to the conflict between ideals of traditional and modern 
(Bennet 2015:163-200) 
 
The competitions in iaidō are relatively new, they have only existed for around 20-30 
years. Most of the informants were not very interested in competitions. They did not 
like to attend them or practice for them. It was pointed out that competitions were 
brought to iaidō by AJKF mainly to attract more practitioners. One informant pointed 
out that the mindset for competing is different than in traditional budō. He pointed 
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out that, when one competes he is more egocentric and only thinking about winning. 
The self-improvement element and the ideal of budō as a way of achieving mental 
prowess loses its meaning in people who concentrate on competitions.  
 
According to McDonald, the intentional “sportification” of Indian martial art 
kalarippayattu implies the colonial power relation that affect to the changes that the 
art is going through (2007:144-145). However, the distinction between traditional and 
modern is more ambiguous in Japanese martial arts. The practitioners in Shōdōkan did 
make only vague allusion to the distinction. At the same time they were practitioners 
of the ‘traditional’ style of MJER and the ‘modern’ style of seiteigata, without seeing 
any conflict with these activities. The distinction between the traditional and the 
modern was left unclear. No matter how far in history does the art has, it is always 
prone to changes, as analyzed previously. These changes do not only occur on 
individual level, but also during the overall historical process. The constant change 
actually makes the definitions of modern and traditional elude a clear definition in the 
context of budō. 
 
In his analysis of Japanese dance, Valentine claims that the concepts of traditional and 
modern cannot be clearly defined. There are some implicit criteria, such as the 
movements that are used, or if the dance is of Japanese or foreign origin. (1998:260) In 
the case of performances, this can be seen how the importance of maintaining certain 
modes of performance and how a renowned artist can be elevated to a status of 
“national treasure”. (Valentine 1998:270) In martial arts, the style of Tenshin Shoden 
Katori Shinto ryu, for example, has been elevated as a “national treasure” (Hall 2012: 
503-504) 
 
This can also be seen in iaidō and how the practitioners in Shōdōkan referred to 
classical style of MJER and to the modern seitegata. When they were asked about the 
different styles in iaidō, they did not see seiteigata as specifically different style or 
school in the same way that Musō Jikiden Eishin ryu and Musō Shinden ry are clearly 
different schools. Instead, it was only regarded as an additional set of kata, rather than 




The informants acknowledged the existence of different styles and how they are 
created by the teachers as they reach the level in which a high-level practitioner can 
create his own style. However, they did not see seitegata as part of this continuum. 
The idea of seiteigata as something modern in opposition to the traditional was not 
clearly acknowledged by informants in Shōdōkan. Instead it was seen simply as 
another mode of performance. A separate set kata that was part, but not inherently 
‘modern’ in opposition to ‘traditional’. 
 
This reveals how the dichotomy of modern-traditional does not clearly apply in 
Japanese context in the same way that in the Western way of thinking. Instead of 
seeing the arts as part of linear continuum that spans from traditional to modern, the 
arts of performance are always in a state of change. Since the changes is constant, it is 






This thesis has been a phenomenological and anthropological journey into the world of 
Japanese martial art of iaidō. The aim of this thesis has been to illuminate the 
pedagogical and social process of how the technical skills and mental disposition are 
practically implemented in to an iaidō practitioner through physical training and social 
interaction. Keiko is the spatio-temporal context in which the apprentice of iaidō can 
acquire the necessary skills and schemata that would build up his iaidō habitus.  
This process of acquisition does not exist in a vacuum. Instead, it is a process of social 
interaction and socialization. A competent iaidōka needs a supportive institution which 
will provide him with the adequate tools for developing his skills and capabilities. The 
social context that provides these tools is the training group comprises the dōjō. The 
dōjō work as an institution that maintains and regulates the habitus in its most 
mundane level. It comprises of people that are practitioners of the art and unveils a 
social hierarchy that can organize and reorganize the systematic study of a martial art. 
The dōjō hierarchy has important role in establishing the different roles that individual 
actors have in the field. Dōjō works as the primary field in which the bodily and social 
capital is obtained and used.  
The dōjō and the individual agents are at the same time part of a long historical 
process that spans hundreds of years. This historical process is provided by narrative 
that establishes a body lineage. This body lineage legitimizes the authenticity of the 
group and the art itself. In one level, the body lineage legitimizes the individual 
practitioners a part of historical continuum. In another level, a teacher needs to 
establish his position as a recognized authority through the body lineage. This is done 
by connecting himself to the past generations by narratives of his teachers. This also 
reveals how the teacher-student relationship does not only apply in the confines of the 
dōjō. Instead, this relationships can last through a lifetime and a practitioner always 
remains a student, no matter how skillful and revered he becomes.  
The habitus is also prone to changes and is in no way a static. These changes occur on 
individual level as well as in broader historical processes. Individual practitioners are 
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dictated by their own bodily capabilities, which affects their bodily performance of the 
habitus. However, this should not be seen as paradoxical to the ideal of maintaining 
the ideal original. Instead, it reveals the reflexive ability that habitus can possess. 
Instead of being a static and unchangeable set of dispositions and bodily practices, the 
habitus has the power to accommodate itself to the capabilities of the individual 
actors. The limit of this flexibility are vague and the ultimate decision of authenticity is 
made by the social community as a whole. A person who has established position will 
have his tradition passed on. A teacher who is not able to pass on his tradition, will 
face an ultimate extinction of his lineage.  
The future of social scientific and anthropological study of martial arts seems bright. 
During the past few years, there has emerged an important body of works dealing with 
martial arts and the social context in which martial habitus is acquired. The future of 
social scientific study of martial arts relies on the ability to create more depth for the 
field. The next step should be deeper and long-term analysis on how the martial 
habitus is created. The dilemma of studying bodily practices lies with the difficulty of 
how these skills are acquired.  A scholar that truly intends to find out the underlying 
mechanisms under the creation of habitus, needs to engage himself in a study that 
spans a considerable long time. The bodily knowledge of a novice-scholar is 
substantially different than that of a seasoned master of martial art. Only through long 
term participant observation in which the scholar engages in enactive ethnography to 
unravel the process of skill acquisition, can one fully comprehend the different levels 
of expertise.  
Here, we can use the concept of shu-ha-ri and apply it to the study of martial arts. The 
anthropologist first needs to learn the basics of his object of study and adhere to the 
teaching of his senior. Only after acquiring the necessary somatic and mental 
capabilities can he engage into comparative study of different martial arts. The final 
stage will be a full analysis of the school and how the embodied and mental 
dispositions that create the habitus is acquired. Through this sort of social inquiry it is 
possible to truly understand the mechanics that underlie how socially, mentally and 





Aikido – “The way of the harmonious spirit”. Modern Japanese martial art. 
Budō, bujutsu – A general name for Japanese martial arts. 
Bunbu ryōdō – A concept that dresses one’s development in both cultural and martial 
skills. 
Densho - A transmission scroll or a book. 
Deshi – Student 
Dōjō – “The place of the way”, practice hall for budō arts. 
Embu – Martial exhibition. 
Gendai budō – modern schools of martial arts formed after Meiji Restauration. 
Giri – Duty; debt of gratidude; social obligation. 
Hakama – Wide leg pants used in many martial arts. 
Hara – Center of the body.  
Harakiri – See seppuku. 
Iaito – A blunt practice sword used by beginners. 
Judo – Modern Japanese martial art focused on unarmed defense and offense 
techniques. 
Jujutsu – Traditional Japanese unarmed martial art. 
Kalarippayattu – Indian martial art. 
Kami – A spirit deity in shintō religion. 
Kamidana – A small Shinto shrine often found in dōjō. 
Karate – “The empty hand”. Mostly unarmed martial art originating from Okinawa. 
Kata – Predetermined movement patterns that simulate combat situations. 
Katana – A live and traditional Japanese sword. 
Keikogi – A training jacket. 
Kodachi – a short sword that accompanies katana. 
Kōhai – A word that indicates that a person is junior to someone else. See also sempai. 
Koryu – Old school, old styles pre-dating Meiji Restauration 
Koshi – Waist, hips, lower back.  
Kyudō – Japanese martial art of archery.  
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Makimono – A scroll. See densho. 
Menkyo Kaiden – A license of full transmission. 
Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu – A school of iaidō. Sister School of Muso Shinden ryu. 
Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu – A school of iaidō. Sister School of Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu. 
Muy Thai – A form of kickboxing from Thailand. 
Nihontō – Literaaly mean Japanese sword. One of many words used for Japanese 
swords. 
Obi – Wide belt worn over the keikogi and under the hakama. 
Okuiai no bu – Third set of kata trained in MJER. 
Reiho – The etiquette. 
Ryu – A school. 
Ryu-ha – a separated branch of school. 
Saya – Sword scabbard. 
Shiai – Competition. 
Shidachi – Students role in paired kata practice. 
Shinken – A live sword. 
Shu-ha-ri – Three stages of development from apprenticeship to mastery.  
Seiza – Formal seating position. 
Seiza no bu – First set of kata trained in MJER. 
Sempai – A word that indicates a person’s seniority to someone else. See also kohai. 
Sensei – Teacher.  
Seppuku – Ritualized suicide by disembowelment. 
Shōmen – Spiritual center of the room. 
Tae Kwon Do – Korean unarmed combative sport. 
Tatehiza – formal seating position used while wearing an armor. 
Tatehiza no bu – Second set of kata trained in MJER. 
Tsuka – Hilt of the sword. 
Uchidachi – Teachers role in paired kata practice. 
Uchideshi – Live-in student.  
Wakizashi – see kodachi. 
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